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PREFACE  
 
 
When Nicéphore Niépce invented the medium of photography in 1816, he described 
it as ‘artificial eyes’ in a letter to his brother Claude. Yet how could we describe vision 
through our own eyes? Because I am intrigued by this stance, my personal 
photographic work (fig. 1) always participates in a larger investigation on visual 
perception. In order to improve my understanding of this quest, I decided to examine 
the use and purpose of non-representational photography. The title of this thesis, 
Beyond Recognition: The Expansion of Photographic Representation in an Abstract 
Environment, thus refers to the transformation in visual perception wrought by the 
growing technological advances in our rapidly changing environment. The title also 
refers to the multiple meanings brought to light by the work of the artists considered 
in this thesis. Their photographic creations reach beyond the traditional conventions 
of image-making both via their experimental techniques and via the competence with 
which they record the everyday and educe the mysterious.  
 
A master’s thesis is an individual project, but none could be made without the help of 
others. At the start of this dissertation, I would therefore like to thank everyone who 
has cooperated with me and supported me throughout this process.  
 
I would like to thank my main supervisor, Eric C. H. De Bruyn, for his engagement as 
he provided me with academic advice and for his patience throughout the 
development of this project. His guidance helped me to find the essentials of my 
research. My thesis would not have been as fruitful as it is if not for the continuous 
support my friends and family provided throughout it.
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ABSTRACT 
 
 
This study investigates why non-representational photographs are accepted as 
abstract art even though they remain tight to reality. By analysing this acceptance, this 
thesis also examines the purpose of non-figurative photographs and asks why the 
genre has become more prevalent in our contemporary environment. 
 
The first part of this investigation analysed photography and abstraction conceptually. 
Neither term can be given an all-round ontological definition, as they are too diverse 
and change over time. In today’s surroundings, technological advances have great 
influence: photography has become an embedded tool that is over-used. The viewer is 
overwhelmed and needs to be motivated to engage with the work. In our Internet-
driven, data-sharing environment, abstraction has also become part of everyday 
living. Therefore, abstract art as a model of reduction has lost its function. Today, 
abstract art is based on the paradigm of complexity. 
 
The second part of this thesis studies the work of photographers Wolfgang Tillmans, 
James Welling and Thomas Ruff. These artists show how non-figurative photographs 
can generate engagement from the audience. By offering unclear representations, the 
artists have underlined the inherently abstract nature of the medium.  
 
The result of my study suggests that contemporary abstract art is perceived from a 
new perspective. It is irrelevant to acknowledge abstraction and representation as 
paradoxical, as they have become the same. Ironically, photography thereby became 
an impeccable tool for producing abstract art. The results may never be fully 
disconnected from the world; nonetheless, the medium is located in an abstract 
position, which in our contemporary surroundings feels right at place. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
  
László Moholy-Nagy is a world-famous photographer known for his teachings at the 
Bauhaus Institute and for making black-and-white photograms.1 His interesting and 
challenging images sought a new and more positive vision. The First World War had 
just come to an end, and the artist needed to cleanse his symbolic and visual 
vocabulary of all that he carried from a defunct world. He therefore reached out to the 
medium of photography to express his ideas with “new eyes”.2  
 
For Untitled (fig. 2), Moholy-Nagy experimented with a combination of transparent 
objects made from materials such as crystal and glass. We see broken shades and a 
mish-mash of curves and patterns. The photogram has a profound photographic 
perspective that is independent of the objects as we know them. Several of Moholy-
Nagy’s works have been included in publications and exhibitions on abstract 
photography, though he never applied the term.3 What we see in Untitled has no 
direct link to our visual reality; it is transformed through photographic processing. 
Yet, could this photogram be considered abstract art? 
 
The word abstract can be defined as something without any connection to the world. 
Something that is abstract is completely removed from anything known in reality. 
Untitled is connected to reality in terms of its material manufacture because specific 
objects are essential for the producing the image, even though the representation is 
hardly identifiable. It is also known that Moholy-Nagy never denied photography’s tie 
to reality. In fact, he applauded this characteristic: many times he claimed that 
photography would replace painting, as it is able to do all that painting has done 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The photogram is one of the simplest but also one of the most important photo processes of the 1920s. 
Though not a new invention, it has existed ever since the beginning of camera technology. It was a 
method that inspired artistic photographers who wanted to step away from the documentary approach 
to receive greater contact with the medium of ‘light’. This form of cameraless photography results in 
images that are still recognizable yet more difficult to identify due to lack of a spatial relationship, 
depth, dimensions and perspective.  
2 Richard Kostelanetz, Moholy-Nagy: An Anthology (Da Capo Press, 1970), 54. 
3 “Discussion: What is Abstract Photography?,” in The Art of Abstract Photography (Stuttgart: 
Arnoldsche, 1999), 271. 
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expressively and more, and because of its infrangible connection to the physical 
processes of the world.  
 
In the case of photography the answer is clear, no matter how nonfigurative the result, 
photography will never transform into a format that has the ability to reach full 
abstraction. We can already conclude that Untitled of Laszlo Moholy-Nagy is not 
abstract; the vision has been blurred, but it remains connected to reality. Remarkably, 
however, in the last decade, “abstract photography” has been named and included in 
noteworthy exhibitions, debate programs and publications. Museums, galleries and 
art fairs show an increased interest in these non-representational, “abstract”, artworks. 
Yet, if photographs can never be abstract, why has this genre become prevalent and 
acceptable? In fact, why would image-makers bother to go so far as to use a 
representational medium to produced non-representational photographs? 
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1.  DEFINING PHOTOGRAPHY 
 
 
The Oxford English Dictionary defines the noun photography as “the process, 
practice, or art of taking photographs; the business of producing and printing 
photographs”.4 Going further, the dictionary defines photograph as “a picture made 
using a camera, in which an image is focused on to light-sensitive material and then 
made visible and permanent by chemical treatment, or stored digitally.”5   
 
The dictionary’s definitions provide only a glimpse of what the medium entails. 
Photography is not bound to one purpose or one technique; it is multifaceted. A 
photograph comes into existence by capturing light on film or a digital sensor, usually 
by making use of an optical system. This optical system is often, but not necessarily, a 
camera that functions with analogue or digital technology. Photographs are made 
with various materials, including paper, glass, metal plates, wood, and digital files, to 
mention only a few. They can be produced in any size or form and function in all 
kinds of social settings. Photographs are produced for various genres: portraiture, 
landscape, fashion, advertisement, editorial, medical, etc. 
 
It has become clear, simply by writing this concise summary on the definition of 
photography, that it is impossible to formulate an ontology that is applicable to the 
entire tradition of photographic techniques and the different forms of their 
manifestation. What is Photography? This is a question with multiple answers.  
Nevertheless, that does not mean that image-makers and academics have stopped 
trying to investigate photography’s true meaning and possibilities. Since its invention, 
practitioners and writers have felt the urge to formulate the illusion of an ontology of 
photography. Each of these investigations provides us with interesting information 
about the essence of the fluctuating identity of the medium, formulated in response to 
specific historical circumstances. 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 “Photography, N.,” OED Online (Oxford University Press), accessed June 12, 2015, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/142878. 
5 “Photograph, N.,” OED Online (Oxford University Press), accessed June 12, 2015, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/142845. 
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Up to the 1960s, critics tried to specify the medium of photography to clarify its 
difference from other visual arts. Filmmaker Andre Bazin decided to outline the 
medium of photograph so as to define the nature of film. Many cinema critics found 
that they had to define the nature of the photographic image before they could 
develop accurate methods for film analysis. Bazin’s text, The Ontology of the 
Photographic Image, finds that the essence of photography is to capture the 
surrounding reality in an objective manner. The author emphasizes the mechanical 
base of the camera from which the photographer is able to create direct and automate 
depictions without the influence or creative intervention of the maker. Photography is 
a mechanical reproduction in which man plays no part.6 Another renowned film 
theorist, Siegfried Kracaur, wrote the paper “Photography”, which took a similar 
stance. He argued that the specific characteristics for photography are found in its 
mathematical exactness and unimaginable precision.7  
 
Yet, this was not the only distinctive feature of the medium. Roland Barthes noted 
that photography has an inherent connection to time. In his well-known book, 
Camera Lucida, Barthes said that, “Photography is always bound to time, it shows the 
past in the present.” In fact, Barthes goes further and argues that photography is not 
merely time-related but also site-related. In order to produce a photograph, the 
photographer has to be where the subject is located. The photograph proves that 
something has been there; it refers to a physical setting that took place in the past.8 
This means that if the presented situation had not occurred, it would have been 
impossible to produce the photograph. Thus, because photography is a result of cause 
and effect, photographs appear to be an exact copy of the depiction. The viewer found 
in a photograph a way to see something; it was a window to the world.9 Thereby the 
surface of the photograph had been negated, which was crucially different from other 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Andre Bazin, Jean Renoir, and Dudley Andrew, “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” in What 
Is Cinema? Vol. 1, trans. Hugh Gray, Second Edition edition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2004), 12. 
7 Siegfried Kracauer, “Photography,” in Classic Essays on Photography, 5th ed. (New Haven, Conn: 
Leete’S Island Books, 1980), 246. 
8 Ashley la Grange, Basic Critical Theory for Photographers, 1 edition (Amsterdam: Focal Press, 2005), 
90. 
9 Hilde Van Gelder and Helen Westgeest, Photography Theory in Historical Perspective, 1 edition 
(Chichester, West Sussex  ; Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 54. 
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forms visual arts, such as painting. These medium-specific characteristics—
transparent mathematical recordings, relation towards time and the connection with 
place—yield a tool that can be seen as a secure and trustworthy form of visual 
documentation. From these writing, we can conclude that photography was 
considered to be a transparent medium.10 
 
After the 1960s, when postmodernism began to banish modernist ideas, artists and 
theorists concluded that photography, like any other art form, cannot be given one 
fixed identity. Photography is free to move smoothly between different platforms and 
media.11 The ontological claims by Bazin were put in doubt; “His blind trust in the 
camera as an objective machine lacked insight into the socio-political stimuli of the 
apparatus and its operator”. This line, written by media theorist Richard Bolton is 
drawn from his essay, “The Contest of Meaning”. He notes that art forms never 
operate in isolation; they inspire and influence one another. If this did not happen, it 
would not be possible to tell the difference and to recognize the representational 
power of each media.12  
 
The primary arguments about the transparent character of photography thereby lost 
ground. It is misleading to state that photography is an innocent medium as it is 
unable to provide objective registrations of the world. Carol Squiers brings this to our 
attention in her essay, “What Is a Photograph?” She emphasizes that a photograph is 
always a selection and an interpretation from two sources. The first respect is the 
photographer who makes the image and thereby carefully frames and visualises his or 
her interpretation of the subject. The second point of view originates from the 
onlooker who interprets the photographs according to his or her knowledge and life 
experiences. As Squiers noted; “This orientation views the photographic 
communication as an active process of interpretation by both the creator and the 
viewer.” 13 Furthermore, the creator can make use of countless techniques and tools to 
edit a photograph: contrast, colour, perspective, and other inherent qualities can all 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Ibid., 5. 
11 Carol Squiers et al., What Is a Photograph? (New York, NY: Prestel, 2014), 42. 
12 Richard Bolton, ed., The Contest of Meaning: Critical Histories of Photography, Reprint edition 
(Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 1992), 65. 
13 Squiers et al., What Is a Photograph?, 22. 
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radically transform and thereby manipulate the final result. For example, a 
photograph of a hotel room might not look the same as the hotel room in person. 
Every photographic depiction undergoes a procedure of mediation. Photography is 
not merely a tool to show the world; it also able to provide a different way of seeing 
the world.  
 
Several artists have emphasized the subjective character of photography. Some 
photographers addressed the issue by explicitly drawing attention to the surface. For 
example, by mirroring the photograph, the viewer feels unbalanced when looking at 
(nhoj) by William Wegman (fig. 3). Wegman’s portrait shows a man who is wearing a 
uniform with a nametag. The writing on the nametag is mirrored because Wegman 
printed the image in reverse. As a result, the viewer starts to look at the photograph 
instead of through the photograph. Wegman emphasizes that photographs do not the 
result in reliable, unprejudiced constructions even though they are made by 
automated “machine-cameras”.14   
 
Other artists have drawn attention to the non-transparent character of photography 
by purposely making unfocussed, blurry or fuzzy visuals.15 For instance, the image, 
Ground No.30, by Uta Barth (fig. 4) was deliberately produced with a focus-span that 
reached beyond the space, thereby making the details of the room unrecognisable. 
The out-of-focus depiction provides a woolly vision of a non-specific place. The 
viewer can guess what is being portrayed, but the lack of clear details makes it hard to 
recognize the subject.16 The more unfocused the image, the more the viewer needs use 
her or his imagination to form an impression. Barth’s unclear photograph emphasizes 
the fact that vision is always personal. Her images are concerned with the object of 
depiction. Barth is interested in the way the viewer looks at the depiction and how 
photographs find their meaning. The viewer is encouraged to become aware that the 
photograph presents merely one interpretation. In an interview, Barth describes her 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Other than highlighting the photographic surface, Wegman draws attention to a condition highly 
specific to the medium of photography , namely the reversibility of the negative. 
15 Gelder and Westgeest, Photography Theory in Historical Perspective, 55. 
16 Sabine Mirlesse, “Light, Looking: Uta Barth,” BOMB Magazine, March 22, 2012, 
http://bombmagazine.org/article/6511/light-looking-uta-barth. 
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idea of vision via the photograph, “Butte, Montana”, by Robert Frank in The 
Americans (fig. 5):  
 “We see a view from a window onto the rooftops of the town. Frank moved 
the camera back to include the curtains of the window he is looking out of and 
thereby moved the attention to himself as the onlooker, rather than just the 
scene itself. This small move totally changes the reading of the image.” 17  
 
The birth of digital photography made the illusory search for the ontology of 
photography more complex and thereby all the more present. Photography has been 
repositioned and questioned from all forces since the technological revolution. The 
1990s will be remembered as the moment when digital photography displaced 
analogue image-makers.18 When digital photography began to gain popularity, many 
writers first thought that it would be the end of an epoch. In the essay, “The 
Reconfigured Eye”, J. Mitchell argued that the switch from analogue to digital 
photography would stand for a switch from photography to post-photography.19 Yet 
what has changed since digital photography entered the territory? 
 
First and foremost, chemistry disappeared: the digital camera reduces the 
photographic process into a binary code, digitizing it and simulating its aesthetic 
characteristics by applying algorithms. Theorist Jacques Clayssen, who wrote the 
article, “Digital (R)evolution”, saw this development as problematic. The new 
advances make the medium too general because the coding in digital photography is 
exactly the same as in other digitalized media such as audio files or graphic prints.20 
Theorist Peter Lunenfeld had similar ideas when writing his essay, “Snap to Grid”. He 
argued that “formerly discrete photographic elements blend even further into the 
computer’s digital soup of letters, numbers, motion graphics and sound: what is 
crucial is that all of these and more are simply different manifestations of the data 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Ibid. 
18 William J. Mitchell, The Reconfigured Eye: Visual Truth in the Post-Photographic Era (Cambridge, 
Mass.: The MIT Press, 1992), 20. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Hubertus Von Amelunxen, “Digital (R)evolution,” in Photography After Photography, ed. Hubertus 
V. Amelunxen and Florian Rotzer (Amsterdam: G+B Arts, 1997), 78. 
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maintained in binary form.”21 Thus digital photography made the medium an 
increasingly abstract rendering. 
 
Another huge difference between analogue and digital photography falls in post-
production. With analogue photography, the maker worked from the darkroom. A 
digital photographer can make use of editing software, which is a lot less limited and 
much more affordable. This has brought the transparency-factor of photography into 
an even greater danger zone. If there were any people left who still believed that 
photography was an objective tool of documentation, today’s easy-to-use photo-
editing software makes it impossible to keep faith in photographic truth. Even 
passport photographs have lost their assurance. More and more, airports are adding 
iris scans and fingerprint readers as part of their security procedures, because passport 
photos alone are unreliable. The image, Androgyny (Six Men and Six Women), by 
Nancy Burson, David Kramlich and Richard Carling (fig. 6), plays with this 
phenomenon. The photograph is a compilation of portraits by six men and six 
women. After scanning the original files, computer software was used to merge all of 
the images into one portrait. The final result seems to depict a real person on a 
passport photograph, but it in fact displays a “ghost” who does not exist in real life.22  
 
Furthermore, digital photography has broken its fundamental ties with time and 
space. While in many cases it is still accurate to state that the photographer was on site 
to make the depiction, digital innovations have produced new forms of image-
making. Today, photographs can be simulated on a computer: virtual reality. These 
new images may combine different media and their techniques and other visual 
effects into one all-comprehensive meta-image. Digital photography is a remix of 
photography, film, graphics, animations and typography combined within the same 
frame. The aesthetics of the images exist in wide variations depending on the choices 
of the artists and the combination of media. These virtual images are sometimes also 
called “hybrid photographs”, as Lev Manovich termed them in his essay, 
“Understanding Hybrid Media”. Resulting from these developments, the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Peter Lunenfeld, Snap to Grid: A User’s Guide to Digital Arts, Media, and Cultures, Reprint edition 
(Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2001), 59. 
22 Margot Lovejoy, Digital Currents: Art in the Electronic Age, 3 edition (New York: Routledge, 2004), 
155. 
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photographer is no longer obliged to be a witness to an event; the images can create it 
anytime, anyplace and anywhere. For instance, photographer Michael Wolf received 
an honourable mention in the World Press Photo competition for his series, A Series 
Of Unfortunate Events (fig. 7), for photographs he made on his computer screen. 
Instead of going out on the streets with his camera armed to capture the peculiar, 
bizarre or funny events that cross his path, Wolf spent hours in front of his computer 
clicking through Google street view. Whenever he found an image that suited his 
project, Wolf took a picture from his computer screen. The results are cropped 
depictions of his findings on the Internet: a picture of a picture on a computer screen. 
 
Since the makeover from the analogue to digital photography, technology has become 
so advanced that it is impossible to tell the difference between the two principles. 
Digital technology might work differently from analogue chemistry, but most of the 
time the results looks exactly the same. Pixel-based digital photographs are so 
sophisticated that the human eye is unable to differentiate them from the chemically 
processed silver-based foundations.23 Furthermore, the two approaches are mixed; 
analogue photographers often scan their images today, because computer software 
offers more flexibility and control in adjusting the final print. Nearly all images today 
are digital even if they originated from non-digital or pre-digital forms. 
 
It is clear that the digital innovations come with a myriad of new possibilities. Though 
the question is unanswerable, practitioners and academics continue to seek a 
definition of photography that will enable them to make effective and appropriate use 
of their medium. Every year, a range of discussion programs, exhibitions and 
publications are presented to analyse the current state of photography. In 2013, the 
International Center of Photography in New York devoted an exhibition to this topic. 
Their show, What is Photography, included photographers who reconsidered the 
material status of the medium. Similarly, in 2014, Museum Folkwang in Essen curated 
the exhibition (Mis)Understanding Photography, which investigated what a 
photograph means today: is it a printed document, or can it also act as a computer 
file? One of the first photographs in (Mis)Understanding Photography was by Andreas 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Lunenfeld, Snap to Grid, 58. 
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Müller-Pohle. His image, Digital Scores (after Nicéphore Niépce) (1995-1998), (fig. 8) is 
an early example in which the transfer from analogue to digital photography is 
addressed. Müller-Pohle translated View from the Window at Le Grass—the first 
photograph ever made, in 1826 by Nicéphore Niépce (fig. 9)—into alphanumeric 
signs via a digital code. The result is eight unreadable panels. The images are brim-full 
of letters and numbers—alphanumeric signs that we recognize but do not 
comprehend. The analogue representation is transformed into a digital 
representation.24 The oldest photograph has been translated into computer 
programming language; hence the newest form of image-making. 
 
While digital photography has brought a whole set of new opportunities, there have 
also been some down sides. Thanks to the wealth of image-sharing websites—like 
flicks, Instagram, Facebook, etc.—and the growing availability of digital cameras, the 
world explodes. The easy-to-use technology is incorporated into our lifestyle: every 
smartphone, tablet, and computer has a built-in camera. Everybody is therefore 
constantly generating and distributing photographs around the world. During the 
10th anniversary of Foam, the photography museum in Amsterdam organized an 
exhibition entitled, What’s Next? One of the invited curators was Eric Kessels, who 
addressed the new problems of image-saturation in his overwhelming installation, 
24Hrs In Photos (fig. 10). Kessels printed all public images uploaded onto Flickr 
within the time span of one day. The exhibition space was filled with mountains of 
photographs. The visitors were forced to awkwardly step over the private-yet-public 
piles of personal memories. By printing out the roughly 350, 000 images, Kessels 
visualized the contemporary feeling of drowning in illustrations.  
 
As has been shown throughout this chapter, photography is constantly adjusting, 
transforming and expanding at an uncontrollable pace. As a result, there is no 
purpose, nor is it possible, to predict what the medium could bring in the future.25 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Andreas Muellerpohle, “Project: Digital Scores,” Andreas Muellerpohle, accessed July 11, 2015, 
http://www.muellerpohle.net/projects/scores.html. 
25 Squiers et al., What Is a Photograph?, 42. 
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2.  DEFINING ABSTRACT ART 
 
In order to investigate whether current digital surroundings influence the use of 
abstraction in photography, it is important to define what this form actually entails. 
Abstraction is derived from Medieval Latin, in which abstractus meant “to drag away, 
detach, pull away, divert”. Figuratively, abstraction can be drawn from abs, meaning 
away and tahere, meaning to drag.26 Georges Roque and Jean-Claude Lebensztein 
examined the evolution of the word abstraction and traced it back to the sixteenth 
century, where it used to mean “to remove” or “to isolate”. For example, one would 
apply the term abstract sciences to a study separate from practical application.27 In 
general, abstraction is a process that removes information from a subject in order to 
reduce it to essential characteristics. The abstraction process can be used in different 
disciplines. For example, abstraction in computer science is used to shorten program 
code when writing an application. By making use of abstraction, a program developer 
can mask excessive files, making the simplified version shorter and more reliable. 
There are also various forms of abstraction in linguistics, perhaps the most common 
form being the phoneme: the smallest contrastive linguistic unit which may bring 
about a change of meaning.28 Mathematicians practice abstraction; it is the exercise of 
removing fundamental principles of a calculable system in order to extend the 
application to further equivalent mathematical principles. Abstraction is also applied 
in music. For instance, the term abstraction is sometimes mentioned when discussing 
improvisation techniques with genres like jazz or blues. The list goes on. There is also 
abstraction in social theory, psychology, philosophy, and neurology. However, all of 
the above-mentioned fields are not important for this thesis, in which abstraction will 
be analysed in connection with visual art. 
 
To define the difference between abstract art and non-abstract art, this chapter starts 
off by comparing three different paintings. When looking at Hunters in the Snow   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 “Abstraction,” OED Online (Oxford University Press), accessed January 18, 2015, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/178945. 
27 Matthew Affron, Yve-Alain Bois, and Masha Chlenova, Inventing Abstraction, 1910-1925, ed. Leah 
Dickerman (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, New York, 2013), 22. 
28 Alan Cruttenden, Gimson’s Pronunciation of English, 7 edition (London: Routledge, 2008), 43. 
	  12	   	  
(fig. 11), the viewer instantly recognizes what Breughel painted. The artwork shows 
three hunters and their dogs coming back from the hunt. The scene looks idyllic: they 
sky is blue and everything is covered by snow. Standing on top of a hill, the hunters 
look down onto a village where people are ice-skating and socializing. The viewer can 
recognize every detail because there is a clear division between figure and ground. The 
subjects are depicted with sharp lines; it is easy to grasp the objects and the space 
around them.29 If we place this painting next to Mercury Sent to Admonish Aeneas by 
Joseph Mallord William Turner (fig. 12), the perspective is harder to grasp. We can 
distinguish some elements—a sunny day in the valley—however, the hazy edges and 
the bleeding of colours make it harder to differentiate the position of figure and 
ground. Mercury Sent to Admonish Aeneas has abstracted the landscape, but it is not 
yet abstract. The heavy use of brush strokes adds movement and emotion. Rather than 
merely looking at the scene, the viewer needs to use his imagination to contemplate 
what is being depicted. The last work, Jackson Pollock’s action painting, Autumn 
Rhythm (fig. 13), is a keen example of an artwork in which perspective has been 
completely freed from differentiation between figure and ground. We see scattered 
paint in different colours on a canvas but cannot recognize any clear image, as all 
pictorial elements have been removed. The painter saw no importance in being 
illustrative, as his primary focus fell on the creation process. Pollock would drip liquid 
paint onto a canvas that lay flat on the ground. The painter’s psyche made 
unconscious choices as to when and how much paint had to be applied onto the 
surface in order to make “pure” creations. 
 
Having analysed these three paintings, we may find the differentiation clear; 
nonetheless the term abstract is more complex. If we look for the verb abstract in the 
dictionary, it is defined as, “to withdraw, to take away; to separate in mental 
conception; to consider apart from concrete realities, specific objects or actual 
instances”.30 The noun abstraction is described as, “the act of abstracting, the act of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Jeffrey Strayer, Subjects and Objects: Art, Essentialism, and Abstraction (Leiden  : Biggleswade: Brill 
Academic Pub, 2007), 16–17. 
30 “Abstraction.” 
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separating in thought and the result of abstracting; a mere idea”.31 Thus, abstract art is 
most closely associated with removing all ties from the natural world. The artwork is 
disconnected from reality and does not depict recognizable objects. Thus, the formal 
qualities become as (or more) important than the representation qualities. The image 
does not need to depict natural objects or scenes; it can also be appreciated for lines, 
shapes, and colour as such.32 Abstracted artworks are situated in a state between 
figurative and non-figurative art. The process of making something abstract can be 
defined as abstraction. When an artwork has been abstracted, the depiction remains 
connected to the original, with all unnecessary details removed. The term is not 
restricted to a single style; it functions as a universal notion that can be used in every 
medium. However, this is exactly what makes the notion so complex. Every medium 
approaches abstraction differently; the pictorial connections exist in various levels and 
genres. It can be difficult to calculate the level of abstraction, because not every 
artwork is more (or less) abstract than the other. Abstraction is used for a variety of 
manifestations, and artists have different reasons for blurring their vision: spiritual, 
emotional, structural, formal, mathematical, etc. This makes it very hard and 
unproductive to judge which artwork is most disconnected. Different media eliminate 
different information, and what is eliminated where and when can produces different 
versions of abstraction.33 For example the black-and-white, camera-less photogram 
Flower by Lászó Moholy-Nagy (fig. 14) shows a clear imprint of a flower. The object is 
recognisable even though we see no clear differentiation between figure and ground. 
Sommer Licht Weiss 2013/42 – 30.6./1./2./3.7.2013 – 19:50:16 – 06:27:14 by Inge Dick 
(fig. 15) is comparatively less abstract because the colour remained intact and the 
photograph was made with the use of a camera. However, due to the long exposure—
thirteen hours and fifty-eight minutes—it is impossible to distinguish what the 
photographer portrayed; all we see are blue and white lines running vertically over the 
surface. Which of these two works is more abstract? 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 “Abstract,” OED Online (Oxford University Press), accessed January 18, 2015, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/145845. 
32 The underlying idea is based on theories of Plato who declared that non-naturalistic images – straight 
lines, circles, squares, triangles, etc. – behold an eternal beauty. 
33 Strayer, Subjects and Objects, 23. 
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During the winter of 2012, the Museum of Modern Art in New York devoted an 
exhibition—Inventing Abstraction, 1910-1925—to the beginning of abstract art. It is 
hard to imagine that this genre had to pass through an enormous battlefield of 
critique to become as acknowledged as it is today. And while abstraction is essentially 
considered the greatest invention by modernism, the exhibition shows that first steps 
were taken long ago.34  The earliest work included in the show, and one of the very 
first abstract paintings in art, is Nocturne by Frantisek Kupka (fig. 16). With this work, 
the Czech painter abandoned representation to make a composition of repetitive 
vertical shapes in blue and green colours. Kupka’s work emphasized rhythm and 
composition. He was inspired by the structure and order that is seen in architecture 
and machines. By making a painting that diminished the mimetic, Kupka studied the 
processes behind visual communication. Yet what caused an abstract picture to be 
impossible until 1910 and acceptable by 1912? What explains this historical overturn?  
 
It is hard to reconstruct a truly causal relationship between the historical and cultural 
events that took place in the beginning of the twentieth century; nevertheless, some 
changes in the fields of philosophy, science and technology inspired the art world to 
acknowledge abstraction. Lev Manovich describes this transformation in depth in his 
essay, “Abstraction and Complexion”. He argues that, until the 1960s, there was one 
paradigm that could be found in all fields: reduction.35 The visual reduction in art was 
guided by the scientific ideas of the early twentieth century. Manovich pointed out 
that almost all sciences—biological, psychological, chemical, physical—were engaged 
in deconstruction and simple law. In chemistry and physics, the conceptualisation of 
the theory of molecules and atoms began to take shape. Around the same time 
biologists started to use more experimental procedures instead of using natural 
history as the primary research tool. Thomas Hunt Morgan rediscovered Mendel’s 
laws and proposed the concept of cells and chromosomes. Psychology used reductive 
logic to explain perceptual and mental experiences in the human mind. For example, 
E.B. Tichener summarized the visual and auditory sensation of the brain.36 He said: 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Affron, Bois, and Chlenova, Inventing Abstraction, 1910-1925, 7. 
35 Lev Manovich, “Abstraction and Complexity,” in MediaArtHistories, by Oliver Grau (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 2007), 343. 
36 Ibid. 
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“Give me my elements, and let me bring them together under the psychophysical 
conditions of mentality at large, and I will guarantee to show you the adult mind, as a 
structure, with no omissions and no superfluity.”37 In addition to these sociological, 
scientific and technological advances, the art world had been undergoing a gradual 
shift in visual reduction as well. The rise of emerging modern media culture was 
another element that added to the rise of abstraction. Due to experiences from 
cinema, telegraphy and the newspaper, the public became more attentive to different 
forms of representation. Photography, a democratic tool, had become available to 
everyone and changed the way people saw the world. Painting was replaced by the 
cheaper, faster and more accurate technique. Having been liberated from realism, 
painters stopped producing mimetic reproductions and explored freer forms of image 
making.38 From impressionism, post-impressionism, and symbolism to fauvism and 
cubism, artists continuously abstracted their visualization until all representation had 
been removed. While not all artists believed in the idea of abstraction, many makers 
and writers saw Cubism as the beginning of their non-representational idea.39  
 
After the 1960s, reductive theories stopped making sense. This was due to the 
invention of the computer, which called for a new theory based on the highly evolved, 
numerically coded networks. The digital numerical systems are universally embedded, 
thus making abstraction part of everyday living. Abstraction has become more 
familiar and more abstract due to our current surroundings. In the 1980s, Peter Halley 
analysed abstract art and concluded that the works are nothing other than the reality 
of the abstract world: “Abstraction in art was simply one manifestation of a universal 
impetus towards abstract concepts that has dominated twentieth-century thought” 40 
The world had developed into a place in which social, political, economic and 
technical aspects are entwined and keep changing at an uncontrollable pace. 
Everything is connected to everything else in our globalized environment: 
information, products, cultures, media, etc. Scientists began to notice that physical, 
psychological and biological phenomena could not always be acknowledged through a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Eliot Hearst, ed., The First Century of Experimental Psychology, 1 edition (Hillsdale, N.J.  : New York: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1979), 25. 
38 Affron, Bois, and Chlenova, Inventing Abstraction, 1910-1925, 28. 
39 Manovich, “Abstraction and Complexity,” 343. 
40 Peter Halley, Recent Essays, 1990-1996, 1st edition (New York: Edgewise Press, 1997), 27. 
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set of universal rules and laws.41 The linear, left-to-right, top-to-bottom, models 
became too limited to embrace all the knowledge on the planet. A new approach that 
developed sophisticated systems based on flexibility and non-linearity were called 
upon to represent our ever-fluctuating and interconnected surroundings. Just as art 
followed scientific and technological advances at the start of the twentieth century, 
this parallel reappeared. Today abstraction is used to represent complexity. The 
artworks still look minimalistic and appear with little features, nonetheless, the 
elements symbolize the multifaceted world. The lines, shapes, dots and colours are not 
drawn to the inherent characteristics of the medium; they stand for connections, 
expansions and interchangeability: a constellation that is too large to grasp—infinite, 
without end.42 For instance, in 1998, Golan Levin created interactive software for the 
desktop application, Yellowtail (fig. 17).43 In this program, the viewer’s movements 
are tracked, generating ever-changing and responsive lines in varying sizes, colours 
and widths. The artwork is alive: each line represents a different moment, generating a 
growing flux, a network of shapes. This minimalistic yet dynamic and information-
driven behaviour stands in line with the idea of complexity in abstraction. The sense 
that the world is filled with complicated notions that can be organised in linear 
patterns has been reversed. Today, the world is filled with abstract structures that can 
lead to flexible configurations that represent the complexity of the world. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 Manovich, “Abstraction and Complexity,” 345. 
42 Ibid., 346. 
43 In 2011 Levin expanded Yellowtail to a mobile application so that visitors can also see and interact 
with his artwork via their smartphone or tablet. 
	   17	  
3. ABSTRACT PHOTOGRAPHY 
 
 
Contemporary abstract art is flying high. Museums, galleries and art fairs show an 
increased interest in abstract artworks. Exhibitions and studies of the subject are held 
all across the globe. Remarkably, photography takes part in the stance.44  
 
Abstract photography has become a common occurrence. The entirety of the April 
2015 issue of the British Journal of Photography was devoted to abstract image 
making. The articles and case studies provide insight into how digital culture has 
changed the economy of photographs. The editor included a heated debate on image 
manipulation in photojournalistic assignments;45 portfolios of experimental non-
figurative artists such as Mariah Robertson, who produces one-off unique photo strips 
(fig. 18); and books on 19th-century microscopic images such as The Whale’s Eyelash 
by Timothy Prus (fig. 19).  
 
The acceptance of abstract photography in contemporary art is relatively new. For a 
long time, the medium has been considered incompatible with this art movement. As 
we know, abstract can be defined as something without a connection to the world. 
Something that is abstract is completely removed from anything known in reality. 
Photography is between two roots: realism and abstraction.46 Photography is bound to 
abstraction, because every depiction presents a mediated reality. The medium is also 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 To exemplify I have listed a number of recent exhibitions. In 2012 the Guggenheim showcased “Art 
of Another Kind: International Abstraction and the Guggenheim, 1949–1960”, comparing American 
and European abstraction of the 1950s. Early 2013 the Museum of Modern Art in New York offered a 
historical exhibition entitled “Inventing Abstraction, 1910-1925”. The show covered the development 
of abstraction’s early history. A few weeks later, the MOMA opened another exhibition titled ‘Abstract 
Generation: Now in Print”. This show highlighted cross-media experimentation in contemporary 
abstract art. Around the same time the Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles curated “Destroy 
the Picture: Painting the Void, 1949-1962” which explored the modernist generation that distressed, and 
assaulted their materials. The museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago also praised abstract art in 
their late 2013 show “MCA DNA Chicago Conceptual Abstraction, 1986-1995”. The Montréal museum 
for Contemporary Art made an historical overview of Canadian abstract art since 1939 in “A Matter of 
Abstraction”, an exhibition that will stay open to the public until 2016. Furthermore the Museum of 
Modern Art in Luxembourg (MUDAM) showcased 23 contemporary European abstract artists in “Les 
Détours de l’abstraction”.  
45 This topic was triggered due to the heavy debate regarding authenticity at the World Press Photo 
competition. 
46 “Discussion: What is Abstract Photography?,” 272. 
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tight to world: it has infrangible connection to the physical processes of the planet. 
Thus, even if the result is non-figurative: a photograph is always tied to reality and can 
therefore never be fully abstract. Yet, what has changed in our surroundings and 
mind-set such that today abstract photographs are accepted? And why does a 
photographer want to produce non-representational photographs with a 
representational medium?  
 
This enigmatic occurrence will be investigated by analysing the work of three 
photographic artists: Wolfgang Tillmans, James Welling and Thomas Ruff—all of 
whom have been included in numerous debates on abstract photography throughout 
the years. Their practices are placed into different forms of abstract art to examine the 
work from a broad artistic perspective. 
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3.1 SYMBOLIC ABSTRACT ART 
 
“The unconscious activity of the mind is a scientific truth established beyond 
any doubt…. Even in daily life, our conscious mind remains under the 
direction of the unconscious.” – Jules Héricourt 47 
 
The symbolic model of abstract art is based on the symbolist aesthetic introduced in 
late-nineteenth and early twentieth-century Europe. Due to enormous technological 
and sociological changes, artists felt oppressed by realistic and naturalistic image-
making. In their search for new forms of expression, the symbolic art-makers focused 
their attention inwards. The feelings of the artist were more important than producing 
an identical copy of the world. The work had to be suggestive and recall a mood or 
sentiment that reflected on the maker.48 The emotions presented were endlessly 
varied: from downhearted misery to admiration, astonishment, exhilaration and 
happiness. Every depiction was personal; the experience was described through the 
experienced. Many of the creations were fictional and based on dreams and fantasies. 
Imagination was a crucial tool to understand the abstract(ed) representations of 
symbolic artists.49  
 
The art that falls within the symbolic model of abstraction is not based on a stylistic 
movement; it can be expressed in different forms, as artist from all media are inspired 
and influenced by the symbolist ideas.50 In fact, symbolic art does not limit itself to the 
visual; it also occurs in as written text or as sound. The different media influence one 
another; music has been a regular inspiration for painters and vice-versa. Wassily 
Kandinsky is an early, well-known example of an innovative symbolic abstract 
painter. Starting in 1911, he stood out from most visual artists because he shunned the 
depiction of objects and replaced them with unrecognizable subject matter. His 
compositions parted with traditional perspective: foreground and background were 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 Jules Héricourt, “L’Activité Inconsciente de L’esprit,” in Revue Scientifique 3rd series, XXVI, no. 
XXVI (1889): 257–68. 
48 Richard Thomson et al., Van Gogh to Kandinsky: Symbolist Landscape in Europe 1880-1910, ed. 
Frances Fowle, 1 edition (London  ; New York: Thames & Hudson, 2012), 13. 
49 Ibid., 28. 
50 A. MacKintosh, Symbolism and Art Nouveau, First U. S. Edition edition (Woodbury, N.Y.: Barrons 
Educational Series Inc, 1978), 43. 
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on the same level; dimensionality became flatness. One of Kandinsky’s renowned 
paintings, Composition V (fig. 20), was shown for the first time in 1911 during an 
inaugural exhibition of Der Blaue Reiter in Munich. The biggest inspiration for this 
painting was Richard Wagner’s musical compositions. Unlike most sonatas that have 
a clear structure—a beginning, middle and an end—Wagner’s songs are boundless: 
the musical notes flow into one another, leaving the internal structure in a constant 
flux. In Composition V, forms and shapes fluently immerse. The swirling black lines 
weave the different colours together. The painting feels like a memory or a scene of an 
event that is hard to put into worlds. Kandinsky presented his work together with a 
self-written manifesto called On the Spiritual in Art. This text is considered to be the 
first theory on abstraction and was very influential for many artist of this era. In it, 
Kandinsky argued that creativity exists outside of the conscious mind and outside of 
the ability to articulate it in language. Good art had to be inexplicable. He called the 
phenomenon internal necessity (innere Notwendigkeit), which suggested that art that 
outwits language contains a deeper inner quality. 51 
 
The American photographer Alfred Stieglitz underwent a similar thought process; he 
was inspired by text and music to create symbolic photographs. Inspired by Les Soirées 
de Paris—a French journal on abstract art by Guillaume Apollinaire—Stieglitz set up a 
gallery and his own periodical named 291. Stieglitz argued that art photography had 
to become anti-photographic: it had to reach beyond subject matter and make space 
for more personal and spiritual expression.52 During the 1920s, he made his first 
photo series that put these arguments into practice. The works, Equivalent(s) and 
Songs of the Sky (fig. 21), are visual studies of cloud formations. Stieglitz wanted to 
express a state of mind or emotion that is too difficult to express with words. In an 
interview, he said that he wanted to search for “visual shapes that could communicate 
mood directly, as musical tones do.”53 With this straight but simultaneously subjective 
approach, he used photography to represent something other than what it literally 
presents. He found a method to depict his emotions without abandoning description. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 Affron, Bois, and Chlenova, Inventing Abstraction, 1910-1925, 25. 
52 Mary Warner Marien, Photography: A Cultural History, 3 edition (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson, 
2010), 181. 
53 Rice Shelley, “Beyond Reality: The Subjective Vision,” in A New History of Photography, ed. Michel 
Frizot, First Edition edition (Cologne: Konemann, 1998), 661. 
	   21	  
 
It may seem logical that a painter should emphasize flatness, that a photographer 
should rely on unfamiliar perspectives and/or lighting, that a sculptor should utilize 
dimensionality, and that a musician should unbalance songs; however, many artists 
inspired by symbolic ideas pushed their boundaries and moved beyond these 
stereotypical tendencies. Painters could express their inner feelings while producing 
realistic pictorial reproductions of the world. During 1901 and 1904, Pablo Picasso 
underwent his “blue period” (fig. 22). In the paintings produced during this period—
such as Portrait of Suzanne Bloch—the colour blue is used to enhance an emotional 
state instead of descriptive purposes. The monochromatic blue paintings stand for the 
human condition. It is a not a straightforward portrait, since the sitter does not look 
as blue in reality as in this painting.  
 
Photographers could express their inner thoughts by using alternative techniques 
which abandoned figurative image making. Ralf Filges, in an image untitled (W V 
500-5/87/E/F) (fig. 23), reversed the conditions of image-making. He made an image 
that is in constant flux by applying developer on one side and fixer on the other side 
of a light-sensitive silver-gelatine paper during daylight. As no other treatment has 
been applied, the image is continuously evolving into new shapes and colours. There 
is a beginning, but no ending: the process is under constant development.  
 
Fluxus artworks like Untitled (W V 500-5/87/E/F) emphasize the subjective character 
of photography and symbolic art. They suggest that there is no such thing a singular 
truth, only a fragmented reality that encompasses the whole experience through a 
collection of diverse impressions. Every work has to be considered as a personal 
response to an experience.54 This mind-set is very particular to symbolism, in which 
individuality is crucial. This can be seen by analysing the artist’s techniques; but it can 
also be seen in the final visual result. Joaquim Mir was among the first artists who 
gradually pronounced the subjective above the objective. During one of his regular 
visits to Mallorca between 1901 and 1903, the painter made some surprising 
landscapes on the north side of the island. He worked around the torrent of Pareis y 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 Thomson et al., Van Gogh to Kandinsky, 13. 
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Sa Calobra and the bay of San Cincenç. In Mir’s work, The Abyss (fig. 24) shows an 
intense and powerful ravine—a place where nature feels strong and in control while 
humans are small and helpless. Mir’s paintings have a nervous feel to them: they feel 
rapid and exciting while also daunting, as if something bad awaits around the corner. 
The heavy brush strokes and bold use of contrasting colours make the painting feel in 
motion: the water seems fluid and the rocks still in formation. This in combination 
with a vertiginous viewpoint and the juxtaposing light and dark fields creates a 
dramatic scene that unbalances the viewer physically and emotionally. 55  
 
The Dutch photographer Awoiska van der Molen is a contemporary example of a 
symbolic photographer. Her quiet, meditative images depict mysterious monochrome 
landscapes. Her series began out of a desire to fully grasp what it is like to live in 
isolation, far away from other human beings, surrounded by pure natural 
surroundings. The artist answered her quest by living secluded herself; she felt that in 
order to visualize “the mysterious territory of the stoic landscape,”56 she had to 
experience it herself. For long periods of time Van der Molen moved to the Canary 
Islands where she wandered along the paths of nature making long-exposure 
photographs during dusk and dawn. Upon return, the artist would develop her 
analogue black-and-white negatives and emphasize the mood by hand-printing the 
images in her darkroom. While photographing, Van der Molen noticed that, without 
any distractions, she became more attentive to her new surroundings. This 
philosophical journey became an integral part of the work. Diverse feelings can be 
found in different photographs. For example, 275-4 (fig. 25), made in the early 
morning sun, presents the viewer with a warm and hopeful glow. There is a sense of 
calmness and security. The dense surrounding forest is dark, yet the rosy lighting 
provides a positive undertone. One could imagine that the photograph is a still from a 
movie in which everything falls into place in the final scene on a warm summer day. 
Elsewhere, in 201-7 (fig. 26) the viewer feels alone and lost. The viewer is located on a 
different planet; everything is new and unknown. The rocky base and erupting 
volcanoes are daunting. Nothing is safe; there are big voids and dark patches 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 Ibid., 136. 
56 “Awoiska van Der Molen Porfolio at Purdyhicks Gallery,” accessed May 11, 2015, 
http://www.purdyhicks.com/display.php?aID=151. 
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everywhere. The gloomy surroundings were photographed with long exposures, 
sometimes causing unnatural trails of light—like the line dripping down from a high 
mountain that in fact was caused by the lights of a hiker going down a walking track.  
 
 
3.1.1 WOLFGANG TILLMANS: ABSTRACT CONSTALLATIONS 
 
Several characteristics of symbolic abstract art can be applied to the praxis of the 
German artist Wolfgang Tillmans. His work is a sustained meditation on observation, 
perception and translation providing the spectator with a kaleidoscopic view of the 
world. The images range from the mundane to the transcendent, from rural to 
metropolitan—and this all at very high speed. The resulting works are large 
constellations with themes located all over the subject map: city-landscapes, buildings, 
living rooms interiors, portraits and self-portraits, abstract photograms, still-lives (fig. 
27 – 30), etc. In photographing everything that comes across his path, Tillmans also 
shows his own world and thereby provides insight into 1990s youth. Immersed in the 
gay scenes of metropolitan cities like London and Berlin, his images reflect on 
subcultures and sexual identity. However, it is important to note that while there are 
certain themes or genres that are addressed in his work, Tillmans cannot be fixed to 
one identity. As soon as he is associated with one approach, he will do the total 
opposite. He appears to have pushed back against preconceived thoughts to avoid all 
forms of classification. If he is described as a fashion photographer, he will make a 
book with landscapes. If he is seen as a snapshot-taker, he will focus on formal 
portraits. His work forms a network of associations that creates relations in time and 
place but avoids fixation on predetermined settings qua meaning, genre and function.  
 
The anti-hierarchical approach is also used in the presentation of Tillmans’ work. The 
title from one of his shows explains it all: If One Thing Matters, Everything Matters. 
When his work is shown in a gallery or museum, the mixing and matching 
continuously adds additional layers to the mystification process. The museum rooms 
or gallery walls are transformed into overwhelming major installations that reinforce 
the idea of a constellation.Visiting is like being suspended in an aquarium of Tillmans’ 
photographic universe—a place where stories are told at random. There are no rules; 
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Tillmans rather alternates between schemes of horizontal and vertical, straight and 
curved, symmetry and asymmetry to highlight the character of each account. The 
faces of the anonymous are paired up with the faces of the famous; private memories 
merge with public tales, and lush abstractions hover alongside casual observations of 
the mundane. In some shows, Tillmans hung pictures from former exhibitions, giving 
reference to his work as one large installation piece. Sometimes the photographs are 
large; other times they are small. Sporadically, some pictures are presented twice, 
sometimes in a different size, presented side by side, or in dialogue with another 
room. Sometimes the artist mixes all his work; other times it is neatly differentiated. 
The photographs are framed, mounted, unmounted, or attached to the wall with tape, 
nails, pins or clips (fig. 31- 34). What is important are the edges. Each photograph 
frames another photograph; sometimes they cover one another, sometimes they touch 
one another, sometimes they are miles away. A white border could be the frame of the 
picture; but can also blend in with a white wall, extending the frame across the whole 
room. Each photograph depends on and reacts to the next photograph. Whether it is a 
depiction of a broken chair, a portrait of one of his friends or a composition of socks, 
they are all essential components in shaping the totality of the work. The exhibitions 
by Tillmans are thus a sort of mood board, a collage, an experimental laboratorial in 
which the viewer can forever understand, overlook and interpret the work.57 
Reflecting on his publication of Lighter, Tillmans noted that this was the first book in 
which the viewer got a real impression of what his work looks like. Lighter is filled 
with installation views: photographs that were made by the artist, or the institutions in 
which Tillmans has shown throughout his career.58 
 
Fifteen years ago Tillmans expanded his oeuvre with camera-less abstract 
photographs.59 This was a striking change in his visual approach and raised many 
questions—not merely about his content, but also about the way abstract photography 
is understood. Tillmans is aware of the problematic issues that fall under abstract 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 Tillmans’s installations have become artworks in themselves. In fact recently collectors have bought 
complete walls or, in some cases, an entire show, along with a precise plan of how to reassemble it 
58 Wolfgang Tillmans, Frieze Magazine | Archive | Look, again, interview by Dominic Eichler, 2008, 
http://www.frieze.com/issue/print_article/look_again/. 
59 When looking at some of Tillmans earlier projects, eg NP9030 Photocopies, it is sensible that the 
artist had an underlying interest in abstraction long before 2000. 
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photography. It is therefore no surprise that he called his non-representational 
magnum opus Abstract Pictures instead of Abstract Photography. Since 2000, Tillmans 
has produced over a thousand non-representational photographs with endlessly 
varied results. They are placed in different series, separated according to technique or 
visual outcome.  
 
The series Super Collider and Mental Pictures (fig. 35-36) consist of photograms and 
luminograms that depict kaleidoscopic shapes and curves in bright ecstatic colours. 
The work seems to be in a continuous flow with flashing lines and fading colours 
along the way. Their titles suggest even a psychedelic state of mind.  
The series Blushes, Freischwimmer, Einzelgänger (Loner) and Urgency (fig. 37-40) are 
made using a comparable technique. Tillmans begins with making unique darkroom 
luminograms which he then scans, transforming the images into a digital file. The 
final results are large, framed C-prints of 180cm by 240 cm or unframed inkjet prints 
in different sizes, the biggest one measuring 4 by 5 metres. The images look alike: they 
all display soft gradient colours with floating thin lines. These hair-like strings drift 
through a dimensionless space reminiscent of atomic imagery. This idea is placed in 
our head by Tillmans’ suggestive use of titles. For example, the individual titles in the 
series Blushes all refer to the human body—like Muskel (Muscle) (fig. 41). Nothing is 
explicitly shown, but the images trigger elements. The photos display beige, pink and 
red colours. Humans blush when embarrassed and when aroused; perhaps the colours 
represent the warm temperature of our skin?  
 
For the series Silver and Impossible Colour (fig. 42-43), Tillmans produced 
chemigrams from wasted, sometimes overheated or wrongly mixed darkroom 
chemicals that got stuck on the rollers of his analogue colour-printing machine. 
Whenever the machine needed cleaning, Tillmans would feed it with fresh 
photographic paper, which picked up traces of silver residue and other irregularities 
from the used developing chemicals. The photographs are a depiction of the process 
itself. The chemistry is on display; the silver is a reference to the core of the “miracle” 
on which photography has been build. The colours that are present in these images 
were controlled by the artist: Tillmans used red light when he wanted a cyan image, 
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blue light when wanted a yellow image, etc. The monochrome colour fields can thus 
be seen as a controlled study of light and colour.  
 
The camera-less series Paperdrop and Lighter (fig 44-45) are about the photograph 
and its carrier. Paper Fold depicts exactly what it says: folded pieces of paper. By 
folding photographic paper before processing, the artist directs the viewer towards the 
texture of the photographic surface. The creased images are often presented in closed 
plexiglas boxes. By breaking away from the photograph as a flat surface and by 
presenting them in large cases, Tillmans highlights the three-dimensional nature of 
his photographic work. He thereby makes the photograph an object rather than a 
subject.  
 
Looking at non-representational photographs is as much about contemplating what 
we see as it is about considering what we do not see. Photography for Tillmans is a 
psychical rather than a technological medium. His abstract images aim to express the 
inexplicable—a deeper meaning or a mental state, something that is impossible to 
grasp. They inspire the audience to fantasise and look beyond the visible. Tillmans’ 
abstract pictures are effective because they are photographic. The artist uses human 
desire to connect a photograph with reality, even if nothing is identifiable. The brain 
has an irresistible desire to recognize things in a photograph. Photography is 
associated with reality due to its transparent appearance; yet what looks like a realistic 
appearance isn’t necessarily authentic. By trying to connect the depiction to reality, 
the viewer gets a diminished sense that the photograph was made by the artist. If 
Tillmans had produced similar images in the form of paintings, the weight of 
expressiveness would be too influential. With photography, the communication 
becomes more liberating and easy-going. 
 
The core theme that underlies all of Tillmans’ work—no matter how different or 
diverse the series—is perceptual psychology. Perception decides how we view the 
world and also how we react in the experience. Tillmans tests the viewer. How is his 
work perceived and how can viewers be guided in their visions? When presenting 
photographs to a larger audience, an artist must take many factors into consideration. 
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Every viewer will relate in his or her own way and interpret the work differently. The 
results vary according to the background, education, and gender (etc.) of the viewers, 
and they can be influenced by other subconscious elements such as location, 
atmosphere, temperature, odour, etc. When showing his work, Tillmans analyses the 
audience and the location carefully. It is not important to him to present his work and 
to ensure that the viewer understands the visualised situation. Studying perception is 
not about what happened; it is about how the audience interprets the story. His 
methods attempt to encourage viewers to have a wide, more open vision in which 
photography is no more a transparent medium and abstraction is released from its 
status as an overly narrow artistic specialization. Tillmans avoids explanations and 
categorizations; his aim is to achieve “freedom from the known.”60 
 
The external circumstances in which the work is displayed takes on as much 
responsibility for forming an understanding of the work. Tillmans’ exhibitions are 
never the same; the work is adjusted to relate to the history and political background 
of the location. Every show is a visual conversation in which different circumstances 
form different temporary meanings. The images are a negotiation; they are constantly 
circling, turning, transforming, and generating new visions from new appositions. 
The viewer’s eye is in a continuous flow: a rhythm providing context for discussion. 
Consider, for example, the 2004 series Freischwimmer. The title references the 
beginner-level German swimming certificate and translates to English as “swimming 
freely”. Two of these large photographs, Ostgut Freischwimmer links and Ostgut 
Freischwimmer rechts, exhibit a blue-grey hues and show thick, sharp lines floating in 
a dimensionless space. From 2005 until 2010, both images hung at the epicentre of the 
techno world: namely, at the Panorama Bar at Berghain in Berlin (fig. 46-47)61 
Renowned as the successor of the infamous queer nightclub, Ostgut, Bergain is 
famous for its hedonism and sexualized atmosphere. Those lucky enough to get 
through the strict door policy enter into a “pure experience”. With its weekend-long 
parties, the steel industrial playground offers a kind of escapism that attracts clubbers 
from all around the world. Next to the Freischwimmer photographs, Tillmans hung 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60 ‘Freedom from the Kown’ is also the title of one of Tillman’s works. 
61 In 2010 Kunstmuseum Basel bought Ostgut Freischwimmer rechts and Foundation Beyeler acquired 
Ostgut Freischwimmer links. 
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another photo: Nackt is a large print depicting a close-up view of a shaved vagina. In 
contrast to what one would expect, this image does not feel awkward or out of place. 
The setting makes this erotic photograph in balance with the atmosphere. By 
combining non-representational work with representational images, Tillmans 
encourages speculative thinking. The image, in combination with the ambiance, 
makes the abstract Freischwimmer pictures call to mind microscopic depictions of 
natural processes and erogenous zones. They suspend conventional depictions of sex.  
 
During another exhibition of Tillmans at the Zachęta National Gallery of Art in 
Warsaw, the two Freischwimmer pictures were presented in a museum setting. The 
luminograms were framed and hung next to each other on a wall. They were centred 
between two smaller images: on the left was Genom, a large still-life with socks spread 
across a wooden floor in the corridor of a house; and on the right was Nonkosi, a 
portrait of a woman facing the camera, wearing a red T-shirt with the words, ‘HIV 
POSITIVE’. Seeing these four images together in a clinically white space brings to 
mind a different connection. The museum grid calls to mind different associations 
than the diptych at the nightclub. For example, the pattern of the socks has a similar 
pattern of microscopic images of microorganisms. These germs are connected to the 
illness and treatment of AIDS. The abstract pictures in between resemble the 
imaginative space in the observer's head that links the different photographs. Though 
results will vary depending on the viewer’s situation, it is safe to say that the 
institutional atmosphere influences the audience’s mind-set. A connection to 
anthropometry and other bodily aspects still come to mind; but the sexual, erotic 
undertone is not present in the static white rooms of the museum. 
 
Tillmans intentionally overwhelms the viewer by presenting as much information as 
possible and stressing the complexities of life. The viewers are forced to slow down 
and look more to go beyond their first impressions. The audience can draw its own 
conclusions from the multiple perspectives brought to display. The underlying need 
for nonconformity in Tillmans’ work is tied to the high volume of image consumption 
in today’s visually driven society. The artist opens a debate: there are so many images 
that exist in the world, and all of them are a variation or reconfiguration of past 
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innovations. In a society in which media and advertising have gone out of control, his 
abstract pictures emphasize that there is more at stake than meets the eye. The 
audience will attempt to recognize things even if nothing can be identified. Tillmans 
made use of this characteristic to challenge a filtrated reality and to push vision. The 
work is an integral quest to deny photography as a transparent medium and to make 
the viewer aware of seeing and perceiving. The viewer is never “just looking”. Looking 
is always co-incised with personal identity: age, gender, race, background, education, 
etc. 
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3.2 FORMALIST ABSTRACT ART 
 
Formalist abstract art evolved during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. As with the 
other abstract models, the genre came into existence as a reaction against modern 
industrial society.62 The purpose of formalist abstract artworks does not lie in the use 
of iconography and in emphasizing the voice of the artist—as is the case in the 
symbolic model of abstraction. For formal art, the challenge falls in the 
communication of a universal aesthetic. The viewer must not require any background 
information in order to understand the composition. By studying the elements such as 
lines, tones and colour, the audience forms a unanimous response. “Art gets 
experienced…for its own sake”, as Greenberg concluded in his 1971 essay.63 
 
Clement Greenberg is a well-known formal theorist. To him, formalist abstract art 
was associated with the autonomy of the artwork paying attention to itself. He 
emphasized the pure opticality and materiality of the medium as well as the non-
referentiality and the reflexivity of it. In his 1960 essay, “Modernist Painting”, he 
wrote that, “The essence of Modernism lies, as I see it, in the use of characteristic 
methods of a discipline to criticize the discipline itself, not in order to subvert it but in 
order to entrench it more firmly in its area of competence.”64 For Greenberg, the 
apotheosis on the object of painting is a self-contained entity that stands on its own. 
Abstraction is not the reduction of representation; “abstraction is the form taken by 
painting when the concern of painting is self-definition.”65 The character of the 
medium defines what makes the medium different from other media. And it is this 
medium-specificity that Greenberg sought when he wanted purity. Greenberg 
believed that the purity of abstract art is the transformation of the artist's 
psychological depth into the optical depth of the flat painting, thus making flatness 
imagined as a density or even an impaction of feeling. Thus, the optical abstraction of 
a painting's flat surface was so enigmatic that it did not allow any insight into the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62 Robert Williams, “Formalism,” MoMA.org, accessed May 31, 2015, 
http://www.moma.org/collection/details.php?theme_id=10083. 
63 Clement Greenberg, “Necessity of ‘Formalism,’” New Literary History 3, no. 1 (October 1, 1971): 174. 
64 Clement Greenberg and John O’Brian, “Feeling Is All,” in The Collected Essays and Criticism, Volume 
3: Affirmations and Refusals, 1950-1956 (University of Chicago Press, 1995), 99. 
65 Clement Greenberg and John O’Brian, “Modernist Painting,” in The Collected Essays and Criticism, 
Volume 4: Modernism with a Vengeance, 1957-1969 (University of Chicago Press, 1993), 85. 
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artist's feelings. Greenberg was inspired by the theories of Roger Fry. Fry was the first 
to apply formalist analysis to visual art. He believed that “the best art evoked an 
emotional response, which was communicated to the attuned spectator.”66 He found 
that “real” art could only be expressive in its ontological description. 
 
One of the main genres that lead toward abstract formalist art is cubism. By 
systematically providing less information, cubism was understood to give more depth 
about the world. With few exceptions, most formal artist worked through Cubism in 
developing their practices, absorbing its revelations and at the same time devising 
strategies to supersede it. The painting, Guitar Player, by Picasso is an interesting 
example (fig. 48). The work depicts angled planes and shifted lines; it seems abstract 
in everything except its name. Picasso did not believe that total abstraction was 
possible in art. He said, “There is no abstract art. You always have to begin with 
something. Afterwards you can remove all appearances of reality, but there is no 
danger then, anyways, because the idea of the object will have left an indelible mark.”67 
Picasso could paint what seemed like an abstract artwork, but he could not embrace it 
philosophically. A number of Picasso’s paintings were on display at an exhibition 
named Second Post-Impressionist Exhibition at the Grafton Galleries in London in 
1912. The organizer, Roger Fry wrote the following:  
“They do not seek to imitate form, but to create form, not to imitate life, but to 
find an equivalent for life… In fact they aim not at illusion but at reality. The 
logical extreme of such a method would undoubtedly be the attempt to give up 
all resemblance to natural form and to create a purely abstract language of 
form – a visual music: and the later works of Picasso show this clearly 
enough.”68 
 
Photographers were also inspired by cubism and began to experiment with their 
cameras to focus on the basic elements of their medium. Iconic and symbolic 
meanings gave way to an interest in form-giving measures. For example, Alvin 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 Diana Newall and Grant Pooke, “Formalism, Modernism and Modernity,” in Art History: The Basics 
(Routledge, 2008), 50. 
67 Leah Dickerman, Inventing Abstraction, 1910-1925 (New York: MoMa Publications, 2012), 30. 
68 Ibid., 32. 
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Langdon Coburn was an image-maker who claimed that photography’s primary tool 
fell in the production of constructions of rhythm and shapes. Coburn was befriended 
by several cubist painters. Influenced by their use of multiple perspective and 
temporal instances in a single frame, he created a series of images named Vortographs 
(fig. 49). The vortograph is a photograph made with the use of a vortoscope. This 
instrument is an arrangement of three mirrors, arranged in the shape of a prism, 
which split the image formed by a lens into different fragments. Coburn’s vortographs 
depict ordinary objects such as crystals and wood, which, due to the mirrored 
fragmented vision of the vortoscope, become completely unrecognizable. Coburn 
asked in justification, “Why should not the camera throw off the shackles of 
contemporary representation…? Why, I ask you earnestly, need we go on making 
commonplace little exposures…?”69 Of course cubist painters do not simply fragment 
their object into multiple mirrored parts, they take it further by deconstructing the 
pictorial language as such. The lines and shapes can have multiple meanings and have 
been placed on the canvas by conscious choice. Coburn’s vortographs do not succeed 
in pushing the image that far, however. More importantly, he used a medium that had 
recently been used as a mechanical objective tool to produce “realistic” 
documentations. Coburn placed photography on the same level as other artistic 
media. In fact, he was the first artist who in 1916 used the term abstraction in relation 
to photography.70 He wrote an article entitled, “The Future of Photography” for the 
book Photograms of the Year 1916 which asserted that photographers should expand 
their creative possibilities.71 In addition to his text, Coburn proposed an exhibition 
that promoted the expression of suppressed and unexpected originality. He titled it 
Abstract Photography and wrote in the description that, “no work will be admitted in 
which the interest of the subject matter is greater than the appreciation of the 
extraordinary.”72 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69 Alvin Langdon Coburn, “The Future of Pictorial Photography (1916),” in Photograms of the Year 
1916 (London: Forgotten Books, 2013), 23–24. 
70 The first person who titled a photograph abstract was Paul Strand . Strand his motto was to reach 
through a national to be a universal expression He demonstrated that the foundation of photography 
remained subjective. It showed that the fundamental character offered the possibility of formal and 
associative play, and that the most powerful images derived their strength from that combination.  
71 Coburn, “The Future of Pictorial Photography (1916),” 23–24. 
72 Rolf H. Krauss, “A Small History of Concrete Photography,” in Concrete Photography (Bielefeld: 
Kerber Verlag, 2005), 68. 
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The formalist model of abstraction thus encompasses art that investigates the inherent 
properties of the medium. In doing this, the artist focuses on compositional elements 
that are accessible by direct sensation (usually sight or sound).73 The resulting images 
find purity and meaning within themselves. They display a universal aesthetic that is 
comprehended via formal qualities. The value of the work lies in the structure of 
balance, rhythm and harmony. Of secondary importance is the artist’s intention, 
background, the genesis of the artwork itself, or any other information that stands in 
the historical, sociological and iconographical context in which the artwork has been 
produced. The secondary factors can provide more meaning but do not enrich “true” 
understanding.74  For instance, in the case of paintings, the formal qualities could be 
the following: form, line, tone, texture and colour. The Dutch painter Piet Mondrian 
(fig. 50) is one among many who investigated these characteristics. Mondrian sought 
for purity in painting by only using primary colours, straight lines and shapes. The 
geometric patterns he created produce a universal emotional response. What the 
paintings represented is not of importance, as it was not their representational 
qualities that made his art valuable. Well-known monochrome painter Mark Rothko 
(fig 51) went so far as to argue that an abstract artwork would be weak if it required 
deconstruction and explaining. If an art critic was to explain the work, he or she was 
attempting to understand something that was asking to be incomprehensible. As with 
several formal painters, the longer they experimented with abstract painting, the more 
their works were produced for form itself.  
 
According to John Szarkowski—who was the director of photography at the Museum 
of Modern Art in New York and published the book, The Photographers Eye—the 
following five characteristics “contribute to the formulation of a vocabulary and a 
critical perspective that is more fully responsive to the unique phenomena of 
photography: the thing itself, the detail, the frame, time and vantage point.”75 What 
Coburn could achieve artistically but not theoretically, Aaron Siskind did. He turned 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
73 “Aesthetic Formalism,” Encyclopedia, Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, accessed May 31, 2015, 
http://www.iep.utm.edu/aes-form/. 
74 Ibid. 
75 John Szarkowski, The Photographer’s Eye (London: Seeker and Warburg, 1980). 
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the photographic world upside down by using straight photography to emphasize his 
view of the world as essentially abstract. The camera that since its invention has been a 
defined as a tool to make objective and exact reproduction of the world was now used 
as a medium to make abstract non-figurative photographs without the aid of special 
filters (fig.52).76 Siskind’s images were influenced by the modernist focus on optics. 
His subjects always remained true to life, but they were composed in such a way that 
the visual likeness is much closer to an abstract painting—by Mark Rothko, for 
example—than to reality as we know it. He literally focussed on the canvasses of his 
inspiration sources by making extreme close-up reproductions of the cracking areas of 
a painted surface and printing them with a high contrast. The viewer cannot instantly 
recognise what is on display because the main subject has been removed from its 
original context. Siskind put a strong focus on composition; his work shows sensitivity 
to bold visual rhythms of lines and shapes.77 As a result, the photographs stand on 
their own as self-contained entities. Furthermore, by focussing his camera lens onto 
painted surfaces, Siskind also emphasizes one of the fundamental differences between 
the two media: namely the flat surface of the photograph vs. the textured canvas of the 
painting. 
 
 
3.2.1 JAMES WELLING: HISTORICAL ABSTRACTION 
 
James Welling is a photographer who focuses on the intrinsic qualities of its medium. 
His work is not something that falls under formal abstract art; it is a reaction against 
it. In his approach, the artist shows his awareness of this oeuvre and plays with the 
revival of historical elements and techniques. Throughout his career, James Welling 
has been investigating the boundaries of the photographic medium as an artist but 
also as the head of the photography department at UCLA in Los Angeles. His work 
studies the ontology of photographic representation, a reflexive exploration on how 
the act of looking is deployed, and how the viewer deals with the referentiality of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
76 Special filters such as specially designed optical systems. For example Coburn’s Vorthoscope, or any 
form micro-or-télé-scope. 
77 “Aaron Siskind,” The Art Story, accessed June 15, 2015, http://www.theartstory.org/artist-siskind-
aaron.htm. 
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photograph. Welling’s images oscillate, as observed by Sarah J. Rogers, “between a 
documentarian stance that addresses photographic history and the post-minimalist 
strategies of structure that are used in the photograph as a conceptual device.” 78 
Welling’s photography always takes into consideration the past of the medium. In an 
interview, he spoke as follows:  
“One of my earliest revelations about working with a view camera, was this 
box that had a 400year history built into it. The idea of the picture from 
Alberti onward is built into the camera, built into traditional ways of making 
lensed pictures. You have the history of image making always on the surface of 
any photograph you make. All these technicians made all these decisions about 
what kind of light rays will be rendered on this material surface. When you 
take a piece of chalk and a piece of paper no one is telling you what to do. But 
photography is so specific about what can be rendered. I think that specificity 
is something that I have always found exciting. I’m trying to work with and 
work around all of those decisions that are built into photography.”79 
 
Welling was a student at the California Institute of the Arts which was under the 
direction of John Baldessari. However, Baldessari was on leave the first year of 
Welling’s study, and the filmmaker Wolfgang Stoerchle was head of the department. 
Under the influence of Stoerchle’s teachings, Welling became fascinated by 
structuralist filmmakers such as Hollis Frampton, who focused on the nature of film 
itself.80 In an interview with Eva Respini, the curator of the Museum of Modern Art 
Photography, Welling reflects on Frampton’s Knight’s Tour. This text is a chess 
fantasy in which the knight has the ability to subjugate every position on the 
chessboard. The path of this knight represents Frampton’s tour of all possible types of 
film since the invention of film to the present. Welling said in this interview; “the idea 
of a creative tour around photography is very compelling to me. Welling’s 
structuralist approach addresses photography the same way structuralist filmmakers 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78 Sarah J. Rogers, James Welling: Photographs 1974-1999 (Colombus, Ohio: Wexner Center for the Arts 
and The Ohio State Universtiy, 2000), 72. 
79 Chris Balaschak, “Abstract Representational and so Forth: An Interview with James Welling,” 
Octopus, 2008, 159. 
80 Chris Balaschak, “Abstract, Representational, and So Forth: An Interview with James Welling,” 
Octopus, fall 2008, 157. 
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reflected on cinema. The result: a world filled with para-photographic images full of 
referential sings, like shadows, points of illumination and silhouettes.”  
 
In all his work, Welling takes photography back to the basics: light and shadow are 
always key components in his images. Notably, a photograph cannot exist without 
light and light does not exist without shadow; light is an essential component that 
needs to be controlled.81 If there is too much light, the photograph will be too bright. 
If there is too little light, the photograph turns out too dim. Welling’s mode of 
thinking is clear: “Photography is not the production of an image by light so much as 
the control of light to produce an image—itself a form of control against the danger of 
darkness which haunts photography in the form of both too much and too little 
light.”82 In his series, Degrades (fig. 53-54), Welling stresses the vulnerability of light. 
These camera-less photographs were created by holding a sheet of light-sensitive 
photographic paper under an enlarger. During the exposure, the sheet of paper is 
moved slowly, making one side more exposed to light than the other. After processing 
the paper through a colour-developing machine, a gradual shift from one colour into 
another colour—something that in French is also called “degrade”—becomes visible. 
The abstract depiction does not show a physical subject; it portrays the control of time 
and movement in relation to light.83 Degrades is a materialist investigation of the 
photographic medium.  
 
While light is a crucial element in Welling’s photographs, the artist has analysed 
another characteristic of the medium too: namely, the photographic surface. By 
stressing the surface of the photograph, Welling questioned the transparency of the 
medium. Hence, what you see in reality is not what you see in a photograph. Via his 
work, Welling wants to emphasize that a photograph can never be a true replica. 
Photographs are essentially images that depict the surface of a framed object; tactility 
and volume are lost. Welling already stressed this idea in some of his earlier work 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81 David Joselit, “Surface Histories: The Photography of James Welling,” Art In America 89, no. 5 
(March 2001): 138. 
82 Rosalyn Deutsche, “Darkness: The Emergence of James Welling,” in James Welling Abstract (Die 
Keure, Brugge, Belgium: Verenigign voor Tentoonstellingen van het Paleis voor SChone Kunsten 
Brussel, in associations with The Art Gallery of York University, Toronto, 2002), 17, 
http://jameswelling.net/writings/. 
83 Ibid., 20. 
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during the 1980s. Aluminium Foil demonstrated the artist’s preoccupation with the 
photographic surface by making images that display, border-to-border, close-up 
depictions of aluminium foil (fig. 55-58). The material was crumpled, creased, curved 
and underwent all sort of treatments in order to emphasize its texture. In combination 
with the harsh lighting that provided dark shadows and bright highlights, these 
images emphasized the paradox of a flat depiction of an uneven object. Commencing 
from the Aluminium Foil series, Welling continued his investigation with a second 
series titled Draperies. Here, Welling replaced aluminium foil with draped velvet that 
was covered with flakes of filo dough. Like the Aluminium Foil series, Draperies was 
created with direct lighting, creating high contrast exposures. The materials—
aluminium foil and velvet drapes—were not chosen at random. Velvet is a fabric that 
comes with an iconic status. It has the power to evoke all sorts of things: curtains of a 
wealthy interior, theatre drapes, flags, etc.84 The subtext that corresponds with this 
type of material was emphasized via the titles of the work. Welling named 
photographs in the Drapes series with terms that carried symbolic connotations: e.g., 
The Waterfall (fig. 59), Agony (fig. 60), Wreckage (fig. 61), etc. The velvet drapes with 
white flakes are thus no longer understood as bright sparkles in a black field of 
darkness but as a sparkling fire or an imaginary waterfall. By playing with the 
symbolic motifs, Welling added a subtle quest for irony. The velvet drape pretends to 
be something it is not. The banal and the transcendent are combined. 
 
There is another reason why Welling chose aluminium foil and velvet drapes. He 
purposely chose materials with volume and texture in order to contrast the flat and 
smooth surface of the photograph. Theorist Walter Benn Michaels also wrote about 
this distinction in his essay, “The Photographic Surface”. Michaels connected the 
phenomenon to modernist ideas of objecthood. He said: “Welling's photographs are 
essentially photographs of some object because they make clear the difference between 
the surface of the photograph and the surfaces of the objects photographed.”85 All of 
his images are close-up depictions; from border to border the surface is filled. If we 	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85 Walter Benn Michaels, “The Photographic Surface,” in James Welling Photographs 1977-90 
(Kunsthalle Bern, 1990), 105, 
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compare a sheet of aluminium foil with a sheet of photo paper, there is not much 
more to it than a front and backside. In this respect there is a similarity between the 
object that is photographed and the photograph itself. However, the resemblance loses 
trust when the aluminium foil is creased and the photograph remains smooth. The 
same thing happens with velvet drapes; the similarity disappears as soon as the velvet 
fabric is folded and the photograph remains straight. The representation of the object, 
and the object itself are thus fundamentally different. In Aluminium Foil and 
Draperies, something essential is omitted. Welling’s photographs draw back from the 
depicted object and are not as tactile.86 And while every image is crucially different, 
they all look the same. By adding suggestive titles, he transforms the meaning of an 
identical view of the objects. With minimal components and minor adjustments, 
Welling stressed the false character of photographic transparency.87. 
 
Guided by technological innovations, the definition of photography is in constant 
flux. When the digital era reached image-making, Welling set out to produce 
photographs that investigated these effects and consequences. He stepped into the 
digital haven in 2005 with the project, New Abstractions (fig. 62-63).88 The images 
depict white surfaces covered with black stripes lying asymmetrically, crisscross over 
the page. Sometimes white is predominant; other times black takes the lead. It is 
impossible to recognize a structure in any of the photographs (which all appear to be 
quite similar to one another). The colours are not pure; black is not fully black and 
white is off-white. The images have no shadows; there is no sense of volume or depth. 
The reason why these images are so flat is because they are photograms produced by 
placing pieces of heavy Bristol board onto light-sensitive photo paper. After 
developing the photograms, Welling scanned the prints and transformed them into 
digital negatives to create the final print. By stepping from the analogue process into 
the digital, Welling created a second level of geometric abstraction. The grey-tonal 
silver crystals of the analogue photo paper have been translated into exact sets of 	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87 Carol Squiers, “A Slice of Light,” Artforum, 1998, 77. 
88 The work was inspired by his earlier, analogue series: Tile Photographs in which plastic tiles were 
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computer pixels. When studying the final prints of New Abstractions up close, the 
viewer may notice that the pixels become visible in all the black and white geometrical 
forms.89  
 
A later example in which Welling further examines tactility is the series Torso 
Photographs (fig. 64-65). To make these images, Welling cut and folded, refolded, 
flipped and applied other similar applications to window screens before placing them 
directly onto light-sensitive photographic paper. The resulting images remind the 
artist of bodies, the torso is a headless body but it is all about the idea of touch. He 
consciously suspends the dialectic between opposing terms: opticality vs. tactility, 
sameness vs. difference 
 
By emphasizing “photographicness”, Welling addresses characteristics that exist solely 
in photography: light and shadow, black and white, past and present, flatness and 
depth. Welling embraces the plurality and confusion, be it via enigmas or by 
contrasting non-representational abstract photography with figurative documentary 
projects. There is an ambiguity that hangs over the photograph and that places the 
whole visual system into question. This uncertainty is exactly what the maker tries to 
achieve in order to underline the flexibility of the medium, as it is impossible to 
pronounce an ontology of photography. If I may borrow the vocabulary of Craig 
Owens: “James Welling is creating photography en abyme”90 He continuously starts 
the impossible attempt to find the idealist core of photography Where a modernist 
would see only a confusing plurality in photography, Welling embraces this plurality. 
This makes Welling a post-modernist, that consciously uses the history of the medium 
to underline its possibilities. 
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3.3 MATHEMATICAL ABSTRACT ART 
 
“The mathematical way of thinking in the visual art of our times” - Max Bill91 
 
The art that falls within the mathematical model of abstraction was born out of a 
growing desire to expand pictorial possibilities via controlled, calculable formulas that 
were based on the universal laws of geometry. Technological advances encouraged 
artists to step away from personal individual reflections and hide in the anonymity 
behind the apparatus. By letting the equipment speak instead of the artist, the 
objective suppressed the subjective.92  
 
Works that can be categorized under the Mathematical Model of Abstraction often 
fall within one, or more, of the following genres: minimal art, ABC art, concrete art, 
hard-edge painting, geometric abstraction, post-painterly abstraction and/or pure art. 
The difference between these genres is small; they are often used as hyphenations and 
conjunctions to describe an underlying approach. Sometimes the only variance is the 
location in which the image is produced. For example, minimal art, and hard-edge 
painting have an American base. Concrete art and pure art originate from Europe.93 
Theo van Doesbrug was a pioneer in this movement. In 1923 he wrote a definition of 
calculable art in Grundbegriffe der neuen Kunst:  
“The artist no longer shapes his idea by means of indirect depiction: symbols, 
details of nature, genre scenes, etc., but directly, using exclusively the artistic 
means available.”94  
Coined as “concrete art”, Doesburg’s description made a clear distinction between 
composition and construction.95 He replaced the subjective aesthetic with an 
objective, systematic methodology that was able to oversee the entire workflow. In 
doing so, van Doesburg sought to make universal works that were based on calculable 
principles, thus making the language of geometry the rule of thought. The resulting 	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93 Stuart Morris and Laura Garrard, Colourfield Painting: Minimal, Cool, Hard Edge, Serial and Post-
Painterly Abstract Art of the Sixties to the Present (Maidstone: Crescent Moon Publishing, 2007), 23. 
94 Theo van Doesburg, Grundbegriffe der neuen gestaltenden Kunst. (Berlin: Mann, 1966), 441. 
95 Moszynska, Abstract Art, 77. 
	   41	  
works were self-reflexive autonomous laws, free from any forms of storytelling other 
than that of themselves.  
 
Max Bill, who also had great influence on the history of mathematical art, followed a 
similar line of thought:  
“To the same extent, concrete art can avail itself to geometric ‘amorphous’ 
elements, i.e., draw its depictive means from abstract spheres other than that 
of geometry or mathematical thought, and to the extent that it is the 
realization of a specific, objectively determinable idea—formed with the means 
appropriate to it is concrete art or sculpture.”96  
By the 1960s, mathematical abstract art had fully flourished. Reflecting back on the 
works and theories that were produced thus far, Michael Fried wrote Art & 
Objecthood. He stated that some of the ideas were prevalent. He argued that abstract 
mathematical art does not function from within the artwork itself, but depends on the 
viewer’s relation to the object. This concept, which he called “objecthood”, involves 
the experience of endlessness and inexhaustibility not because there was nothing more 
to exhaust. The spectator perceives the object in its wholeness, as a pure objectified 
form.97 The work, Guild, by painter Robert Ryman is a good example (fig. 66). Ryman 
painted numerous monochrome white canvases. He painted in white was not without 
reason; he chose this colour because it is the only one that feels clear, lucid and 
neutral. Red would be too aggressive; blue would be too cold. To some, the paintings 
might seem to depict nothing other than squares of white; but others can distinguish 
his careful investigation between the paint and its carrier and thereby also between 
abstraction and figuration. Ryman found that the painting technique was more 
important that the subject: “There is never a question of what to paint, but only of 
how to paint. The how of painting has always been the image—the end result.”98 Every 
painting had its own size (typically 60 or 72 inches square), media (oil paint, acrylic 
paint, baked enamel, paper, vinyl acetate emulsion, etc.), and support (canvas, linen, 	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cotton, wood, paper, steel, copper, aluminium, fibreglass, Plexiglas, cardboard, etc.).99 
His controlled application of paint on surface made his work an affirmation of the 
objectness of painting and formed a link between the artists and the materials of his 
medium. 
  
How does the mathematical model of abstraction position itself in photography? 
Gottfried Jäger, a German theorist and artist who specialized in the field of 
mathematical abstraction, wrote a definition of concrete photography. He wrote as 
follows:  
“Concrete photographs are not a semantic medium, but aesthetic objects; they 
are not represented, but presented, not reproduced but produced. They are 
objects made of photographic material. They do not want to illustrate 
anything; they do not want to represent anything. They are nothing but 
themselves; they are independent, authentic, autonomous, and autogenic: 
photographs of photography.”100  
He continued noting that,  
“Concrete Photography is nothing but an autonomous, auto-dynamic, self-
referential and self-reflexive art—in other words, an art totally absorbed with 
itself, a genre which incorporates numbers, rules and systems just as much as a 
gesture, spontaneity and chance.”101 
 
Lying at the base of all photographs in the mathematical model of abstraction is the 
underlying geometrical thought: artworks in which colour, space, shape, line, rhythm 
and form are rationally constructed via a (self-made) principle or calculation. The 
underlying calculable system results in controlled artworks in which a rhythm is 
exposed through effects such as symmetry, rotation, progression and serial order.102 
Consider, for example, the series Schwingung by photographic artist Peter Keetman 
(fig. 67). In the early 1950s, the artist made these images via the use of a light 
connected to a wire that rotated in circles during a long exposure shot. The results 	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emphasize the geometrical patterns, repetitions and form play that is typical of 
mathematical abstraction.103 
 
As can be seen, the apparatus is very important for mathematical artists. In the case of 
photography, popular subjects are the characteristics of the camera: e.g., exposure 
times, camera handling, aperture settings, focus/out-of-focus correlations, optical 
manipulations, shutter-speed movement and so forth. Besides the obvious equipment, 
some photographers invented a special device for the sake of producing the images. 
Examples worth mentioning are Heinrich Heidersberger’s Rhythomogram Machine 
(fig. 68) and Hein Gravenhorst’s Transformation Generator (fig 69).  
 
Another important characteristic of abstract mathematical art lies in seriality. The 
artworks are often presented in series, grids or other forms of organized sequence. In 
this way the artist emphasizes the creative production process. For example, 
conceptual artist John Hilliard analysed the influence of the control of light in 
photography. His work, Camera Recording its Own Condition (7 Apertures, 10 Speeds, 
2 Mirrors), shows Hilliard taking pictures of himself in the mirror, using different 
combinations of aperture and shutter speed (fig. 70). The work analyses the inherent 
characteristics of photography and displays the different effects different settings have 
on the results via an overviewing grid. With his work, Hilliard tries to make it clear 
that photography does not show reality, but rather shows different versions of a 
reality. 
 
The idea to control and calculate artworks did not always go hand in hand with the 
characters of the media. Some artistic experiments could not be created in a strict 
environment. Artists felt that these dysfunctions were part of the medium and 
included the notion of chance in their artistic examinations. These artists stood in 
between control poles: order/chaos, balance/instability, construction/deconstruction 
and control/chance.104 No matter what the final work looks like, all these “faulty” 
applications represent a critical analysis of the medium. For example, analogue 	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photography is analogue precisely because of its chemical base. The outcome can be 
controlled to some extent; nevertheless, there will always be instances in which small 
changes during the developing and printing process—temperature, dilutions, 
movement, etc.—influence the final result. Just think of Pierre Cordier who 
accidentally invented the “chemigram”: an alternative photographic technique with 
the exclusive use of chemicals on light-sensitive paper under normal light conditions 
(fig. 71).105 This technique came into existence by consciously allowing chance into 
photography’s controlled environment. In an interview, he once described his work 
process as “the adventure of following the phenomenon of chance systematically.”106 
 
However, the biggest influence in mathematical abstraction is the invention of the 
computer.107 This machine has changed the way artists create images and the way they 
are perceived. The digital procedures are different; they offer more control, they are 
not based on chemical reactions but numerical programming. Computer-generated 
artworks are immaterial; they exist only as files that are coded with zeros and ones. 
There is no object; the work is accumulated data without physical substance. Of 
course, it is still possible to make the work materially present; but this is not 
obligatory. If the work is physically available, it has been a conscious decision by the 
producer.108 
 
The coding systems behind the computer opened up a diverse landscape of 
opportunities. Digital images are organized systems of data that can copy reality as we 
know it and, if desired, change it into a completely new form. The dimensional and 
perceptual field become infinite. In the digital world, lines, numbers, and volume—in 
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short, geometric space—does not exist: everything is open; there is no structure.109 The 
computer does not differentiate between pictorial elements: sun, shade, colour, depth, 
rhythm are all divided into a grid of pixels. Each pixel can be adjusted, manipulated, 
moved, duplicated or deleted. In this way, a totally new form of power has become 
possible; it means that photographs do not have to be made on site by a 
photographer—images can also be artificially simulated. The French philosopher and 
critic Jean Baudrillard defined simulation as followed:  
“Generation by models of a real without origin or reality: a hyper real. The real 
is produced from miniaturized units, from matrices, memory banks, and 
command models, and with these it can be reproduced an number of times. It 
no longer has to be rational, since it is no longer measured against some ideal 
or negative instance. It is nothing more than operational. In fact it is hyper 
real—the product of an irradiating synthesis of combinatory models in 
hyperspace without atmosphere.”110  
Hence, a simulation is a creation that seems natural yet only exists as artificially 
programmed data. Simulations are virtual because they do not physically exist; they 
are a mathematical model based on a realistic representation. Virtual reality takes 
places in between abstraction and reality.111 
 
Joan Foncuberta is a photographer whose digital artwork can simulate any kind of 
reality. The series Orogenesis came to existence solely by using specialized computer 
software (fig. 72). The pictures were made with a program that renders three-
dimensional terrain into otherworldly topography. The terrain that Foncuberta 
rendered was no real landscape but famous scanned versions of art-historical 
paintings—like a Turner Landscape. The images that were born of Orogenesis call into 
question the boundaries of representation in the information age. The results are 
recognizable; nevertheless, in essence, the photographic content is abstract.  
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Digital artist Gerhard Mantz is a practitioner who investigates virtual images and 
computer simulations. The image, Ahnende Erfahrung (Forbidden Experience) shows 
an eerie green landscape in a forest (fig. 73). The trees are tangled and overgrown. 
While it looks perfectly real, this scene does not exist. Mantz carefully drew this forest 
on his computer screen, sometimes by scanning other images, sometimes by using the 
brush-and-clone tool in an image-editing software such as Photoshop.  
 
 
3.2.1 THOMAS RUFF: ABSTRACT SIMULATIONS 
 
An interesting case study for the mathematical model of abstraction is Thomas Ruff. 
A former student of the Düsseldorf School of Photography, Ruff has been working in 
distinct series since the late 1970s. His work ranges over different genres, from 
reportage to portraiture, architecture and astronomy (fig. 74-77).112 Each series 
challenges the boundaries and the aesthetic tendencies of image making. Ruff follows 
a traditional analytical approach while using different, state-of the art, technology: an 
analogue or digital camera with a lens and/or other prosthetic tools like night goggles, 
archival images found on the internet, digital-3D-rendering software, etc. Moreover, 
in some cases, Ruff invents new technology to produce the work. “The technique must 
result from the idea you have—and you may have to develop your own technology to 
bring out the images.”113 Many of his images feel detached and dispassionate. The 
artist’s personality is hidden; the images feel like unemotional scientific research. It is 
crucial that Ruff is up to date with the latest scientific developments while also 
keeping a certain distance. The detachment is essential to make a sensible observation 
of the impact. He considers photographic tools a cultural by-product that must be 
analysed and deconstructed in order to understand the social-political implications.  
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For instance, in 2003, Ruff made a series titled Substrat (fig. 78-79).114 The images 
depict bright, twirling, colourful, abstract forms. They remind me of an oil spill mixed 
with water: psychedelic glowing colours of blue red and green float into one another 
across the tarmac of the street; or a typical nineties science fiction movie scenes, in 
which the actor steps into another dimension by travelling through a colourful 
dazzling tunnel. The Substrat photographs are presented as large, imposing, physical 
prints. They are face-mounted on Plexiglas, making the vivid colours feel all the more 
intense.115 The work came into existence without using a camera or a darkroom; these 
abstract colour fields are grabbed out of cyberspace. Ruff collected Japanese manga 
cartoons on the Internet and processed them with computer software. The system is 
based on multiple exposures: by pasting several manga cartoons on top of one another 
and changing the contrast, transparency and size, a new image is created. No visual 
memory from the original source material remains visible.116 It is impossible to 
recognize the original referent; interviews and articles might say that the photographs 
are drawn from Japanese manga cartoons, but the original pictures are never shown. 
And if the underlying technique would not have been explained, we would have been 
unable to determine from where the Substrat images had been drawn. The project 
places the viewer into a complex debate of vision: seeing and believing, recognition 
and visibility. The title, Substrat, derived from substratum, guides the viewer to 
something underneath the surface. It implies capturing the basis of photography. Yet 
the question for some might be this: are Ruff’s images actually photographs? Could it 
be that today, just like we have analogue photography that works with a film camera 
and digital photography that works with a digital camera, there is now “virtual 
photography” that works with a computer? 117  
 
Five years after producing the Substrat series Ruff expanded his oeuvre with the new, 
more-advanced series, Zycles (fig. 80-81). The name of the project is a combination of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
114 The substrat series was based on Ruff’s previous series Nudes. Here, Ruff appropriated existing 
imagery from pornographic sites off the Internet and than proceeded to enlarge, distort and transform 
them. 
115 Megan Heuer, “Thomas Ruff — New Work,” Newspaper, The Brooklyn Rail, accessed May 30, 2015, 
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the English and German word for the mathematical formula on cycloids.118 Inspired 
by copperplate engravings in 19th-century books on electro-magnetism, Ruff made 
abstract computer-generated pictures of cycloids. The formula behind the electro-
magnetic field is easy to understand: one point rotating around a circle, and this circle 
rotating around another circle. A phenomenon that is acknowledged by all of us: the 
earth rotating on its axis and around the sun.119 The cycloid mathematical formulas 
are visualized by entering the data into three-dimensional rendering software. The 
program translates the algorithms into complex linear structures.120 Ruff documents 
the results in the form of a screen grab, which afterwards are presented as large prints 
on canvas.121 The images look like stills from old-school screensavers in which 
colourful ribbon-like lines would dazzle around the computer monitors. Actually, 
Zycles also presents similarities with rays of magnetic fields. At least for non-
mathematicians, the results seem to have a real, direct, connection to the world; albeit, 
nothing is proven or verified. There is a form of trust and faith that hangs around 
these images. As with the Substrat series, at stake here is a challenging network of 
truth and fiction.122 
 
Ruff’s latest series, titled Photograms (fig. 82), portrays abstract patterns of solid and 
transparent shapes. The prints are large and colourful—two atypical properties of the 
photogram as we know it. The photogram is a photographic process most recognized 
for the 1920 experiments by surrealist artists such as László Moholy-Nagy and Man 
Ray. They carried revolutionary promises of a more direct representation of light than 
photography mediated by a camera. Inspired by these historical artworks, Ruff made a 
digital simulation of the classical technique. The goal was to imitate some of the well-
known historic creations.  
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The titles reference old masters; for example, r.phg.05_I(2013) (fig. 83) refers to the 
series, Photogenic (1946-1955), by the photographer Lotte Jacobi (fig. 84).123 
Simultaneously Ruff’s photograms are aimed to expand and modernize the technique. 
Technically speaking, Ruff’s creations have nothing in common with the traditional 
photogram. No objects, light-sensitive photographic paper or processing chemicals 
were used. His practice takes place in the virtual immaterial world.124 With the help of 
Professor Wenzel S. Spingler and the Forschungszentrum Jülich research institute in 
North Rhine-Westphalia, Ruff set out to make a “new generation” photogram. In his 
virtual darkroom, Ruff programmed three-dimensional versions of all the classical 
tools: lenses, rods, papers strips, spheres, etc. These objects are placed on digital photo 
paper and exposed with virtual light. Just like a classical darkroom, Ruff was able to 
play around with all sorts of old techniques: solarisation, double exposure, opaque and 
transparent materials. However, his experiments in the virtual world were more 
controlled than any trials in the analogue sphere. By using a computer-generated 
darkroom, Ruff was able to change format and add colour. Analogue photograms are 
restricted in size and stuck to the limitations of the black-and-white darkroom. The 
early photograms from the 1920s and 30s were small, often postcard sized; but Ruff’s 
works are large, ranging between 1.5 to 2 meters across. Another difference between 
the virtual and the analogue photograms is reproducibility. In the case of analogue 
photograms, it is impossible to make two exact copies. If you place objects on the 
photographic paper and remove them to process the paper, it will be impossible to 
recreate the exact same arrangement. Ruff’s photograms exist as a digital file. They 
can be printed as many times as he likes. 
 
In all his work, Ruff puts photography to the test. He analyses the latest methods and 
instruments of the medium to analyse the social and political implications they carry. 
In doing this, the artist questions their accountability and transparency. No matter 
what Ruff puts to display, the underlying notion is always part of his search towards 
the reception and acceptance of his photographic images. In recent years, many of his 
photographs came into existence solely by the use of a computer. The resulting images 
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did not undergo any analogue or digital processes as we know them from traditional 
photographic perspective. Ruff’s creations present a new, challenging, computer-
generated, virtual photography that is not tight to reality but dependent on coded 
mathematical formulas.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
This master thesis asks why abstract photograph has become more prevalent in recent 
years. In investigating this issue, I asked whether abstract art is compatible with 
photography and why image-makers used a representational medium to produce 
non-representational photographs. To conclude, I would like to summarize the 
outcome of my studies. The results of this dissertation are in no way exhaustive, but 
contribute to the beginnings of the redefinition in abstract photography. 
 
The first two chapters of my thesis offer insight into what photography and abstraction 
entail. It was important to examine these terms, as the base of the research question of 
this thesis is founded on their relationship. Early on, it became clear that it would be 
neither possible nor useful to articulate an all-round and accurate answer to the 
questions, “what is photography?” and “what is abstraction?” Photography is too 
diverse and too complex for an ontological description. Abstraction is a wide 
phenomenon that occurs via a variety of applications for a number of purposes. It is 
not a universal style and it cannot be generalised into one form. Both terms—
photography, and abstraction—are sensitive to changes, and over the years they have 
undergone some radical transformations. This makes it hard to predict which forms 
they could encompass in the future.  
 
The fast changes in photography are simultaneously the trigger for writers and makers 
to investigate the medium and new possibilities. In the last two decades, digital 
influences have been the primary research choice. The rise of the digital has had a 
huge influence on photography. The technological revolution was first considered to 
be a threat, but it is now fully accepted. Photography became the subject of new 
objects in a way hitherto unknown, inspiring many artists to investigate new 
territories. While these advances have had many positive effects—such as more 
control and cheaper production—they have also caused an imbalance. The new 
technology has only been around for a little over a decade, and it has already managed 
to over-saturate the world with images. Photography has gone out of control; there 
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are millions of images produced on a non-stop basis. The easy-to-use “point-and-
shoot” cameras have been incorporated into innumerable devices; they thereby 
became an embedded tool for everyone. In combination with a global information 
society—in which more data is provided everyday—the technological advances 
overwhelm the viewer. As a result, to be effective and get the message across, 
photographers have to invest in creating innovative visual strategies that stimulate 
participation and engagement from their audience. 
 
The current technological advances have not only transformed photography; their 
influences can also be found in abstract art. Until recently, the genre was based on a 
model of reduction. Abstract artists removed all unnecessary information in order to 
get to the essence of the subject. When the first abstract artworks were being made, 
the idea was to reduce a complex notion to its core meaning. Today, abstract art is 
bound to the paradigm of complexity. Over the years, abstract phenomenon became 
the rule. The invention of coded-appliances like the computer, and the start of the 
Internet, have turned our surroundings into a maze of non-stop data sharing. The 
overdose of data results in a complex web of information. As a result, abstract art 
today is complex; it represents the abstract world. 
 
The third chapter of my thesis studied the work of three makers who apply different 
forms of abstraction to their practice. In looking at their work, I wanted to investigate 
why photographers today participate in the abstract-art movement and how come 
their artwork is being accepted considering the fact that the medium could never be 
fully abstract. 
 
The first case study looked at the work of Wolfgang Tillmans in a symbolic model of 
abstraction. Symbolic artists produce abstract art to engage with a freer form of 
expression. Their artworks focus inwards; the feelings of the maker are more 
important than creating a true representational depiction. The viewer must use his 
imagination to comprehend the work. Wolfgang Tillmans created photographic 
constellations that overwhelm the viewer. The audience is encouraged to use the 
presented material to form its own path in drawing conclusions. By combining his 
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installations with non-representational photographs, Tillmans encourages the 
audience to look beyond the visible. The true work is not what is displayed, but exists 
inside the viewer’s mind. Nothing is right and nothing is wrong; Tillmans’s 
photographs are an integral quest for the recognition of seeing and perceiving. 
 
The second case study looked at the work of James Welling in a formalist model of 
abstraction. Formalist artists produce abstract art that is concerned with 
compositional elements that are accessible by direct sensation. The feelings of the 
maker are not important; the work draws attention to itself and aims to produce a 
universal aesthetic and thereby “pure” creations. James Welling is not a formal artist, 
but uses the history of the medium to emphasize its possibilities. He addresses 
characteristics that exist solely in photography and embraces their plurality and 
confusion: light and shadow, black and white, past and present, flatness and depth, 
representation and abstraction. There is an ambiguity that hangs over his 
photography which places the whole visual system into question. What are we looking 
at? Why do we need to look at this? 
 
The third and final case study explored the work of Thomas Ruff in a mathematical 
model of abstraction. Mathematical artists produce abstract art that is based on 
universal calculable systems, often guided by the laws of geometry. The core of these 
artworks balance themselves between counter-poles: order/chaos, balance/instability, 
construction/deconstruction and control/chance. The goal is not to express an 
intellectual message, but to work on making self-reflexive creations of the medium 
itself. Thomas Ruff’s work situates itself in high-tech super-advanced photography. 
The photographs deconstruct the latest developments in order to analyse the social-
political implications they carry. Since the start of digital photography, Ruff’s images 
have become non-representational. These photographs enter a complex debate of 
vision: seeing and believing, recognition and visibility. Ruff’s series have pushed the 
medium so far, that the question as to whether his work is still photographic is under 
debate. 
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The work of Tillmans, Welling and Ruff examine politics, sex and gender, psychology, 
beauty, history, nature, mathematics and some of the formal properties which belong 
solely to the photographic medium itself: light, surface, colour, chemical process, 
magnification, repetition, and physics. In doing this, they make photographs that 
could only be photographs: they tell us what photography entails. The three artists 
produce very different work, but they have in common the fact that they make use of 
non-representational imagery to tell the story. They share the same underlying 
reasons for doing this: namely, to stimulate a critical awareness regarding 
photographic representation and to encourage participation from viewers in today’s 
increasingly abstract environment. 
 
While it has long been proven that photography is not transparent, the notion of truth 
remains connected to the medium. Tillmans, Welling and Ruff emphasize that there 
are multiple versions of the truth. They encourage the viewer to really look at how the 
act of seeing is deployed. Tillmans, Welling and Ruff use abstraction to critique 
abstraction in photography. Their work is not concerned with abandoning forms of 
nature; they use it to get behind the retinas of our eyes. They remove the content and 
blur our vision in order to present a clearer and more honest representation. This, in 
turn frees the viewer to think for him- or herself with a mind clear to the rich 
multiplicity of meaning. Simultaneously, the artists also use the medium’s link to 
reality. This may seem ironic, but the idea serves a purpose. Times have changed, and 
new strategies to encourage the participation of the public ought to be shaped. The 
human brain connects photography to the world. When the depiction becomes 
unrecognisable, the audience is triggered to investigate what subject is portrayed. It is 
necessary to stimulate engagement from the audience, because the environment is 
suffering from an overload of data and images.  
 
In fact, abstraction in photography is not only relevant for these reasons. There is a 
new purpose for making non-representational photographs, and this is part of the 
reason why they are accepted in the abstract art movement. In our current digital 
surroundings, abstraction is no longer exotic: it has become the rule. We are living in 
an abstract world. Everything is technologically rendered; actions are merely visible 
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via incomprehensible zero-and-one codes. It is no longer realistic to present only 
representational photographs in a non-representational abstracted world. It is no 
longer appropriate to speak of abstraction and representation or of abstraction vs. 
representation, but of a range of representational practices. Abstract art is perceived 
from a whole new perspective. Photography is the perfect tool to interrogate the new 
territories, because it is the most representational of all media. And while it may never 
become fully abstract, the medium signifies the idea, which at the end of the 20th 
century might be all that really matters. 
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